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Abstract
This dissertation focuses on how literature approaches the Salvadoran and Peruvian
armed conflicts and contributes with perspectives of the female experience while offering
illustrations of mourning processes. It is based on a close analysis of two postconflict novels that
emerged after the publication of the corresponding truth commissions final reports. These novels
are Roza, tumba, quema (2017) by Claudia Hernández from El Salvador, and La sangre de la
aurora (2013) by Claudia Salazar from Peru. The contributions studied in this analysis focus on
two areas: (1) a problematization of the female experience of the armed conflicts, and (2) a focus
in narratives that enact processes of working through trauma. These novels offer intricate views
of women as participants, perpetrators, bystanders, and having different experiences of the armed
conflicts. Moreover, they illuminate the process of working through trauma with creative
symbolic approaches that lead towards productive mourning. These texts complement other
genres that write about trauma like testimonios or truth commission reports through humanized
and empathy evoking narratives. At the same time, they complement the truth commission
reports by including references to less visible human rights violations like forced displacement,
sexual violence, and forced disappearance of children. Considering the traumatic implications of
the armed conflicts, this dissertation hinges on the work of trauma theorists like Cathy Caruth,
Dominick LaCapra, Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman. In addition, it is informed by narrative
empathy and emotion theorists like Martha Nussbaum and Suzanne Keen. With regards to the
historical background it concentrates on the Salvadoran armed conflict which lasted from 1980
to 1992, and its truth commission report From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year War in El
Salvador: Report of the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador (1993), and the Peruvian
armed conflict which lasted from 1980 to 2000, and the corresponding Peruvian Truth and

Reconciliation Commission Report (2003). Chapter 1 and 2 focus on the Salvadoran case, its
truth commission report and Roza, tumba, quema. Chapter 3 and 4 focus on the Peruvian case, its
corresponding truth commission report and an analysis of La sangre de la aurora.
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Introduction
Armed conflicts have attracted the attention of scholars and human rights activists
because they are complex events that bring forth many features of human nature. These events
have long term effects on the affected individuals and societies, effects that go beyond death tolls
or statistical analysis. Their complexities and consequences involve the collectivity. Thus, it is
necessary to give attention to different perspectives, especially to those coming from the most
affected sectors, in order to be able to better understand the impact of such tragic events.
This dissertation focuses on how literature approaches armed conflicts and contributes
with perspectives of the female experience while offering illustrations of mourning processes. It
concentrates on the Salvadoran armed conflict that lasted twelve years (1980-1992) and left over
75,000 deaths, and the Peruvian armed conflict that left over 70,000 deaths and lasted from 1980
to the year 2000.1 The effects of these two conflicts go beyond these years and death tolls as this
study shows. This study is based on a close analysis of two postconflict Latin-American novels
that emerged after the peace accords and the publication of the truth commissions final reports,
From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year War in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the
Truth for El Salvador (1993) and the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report
(2003). These novels are Roza, tumba, quema (2017) by Claudia Hernández from El Salvador,
and La sangre de la aurora (2013) by Claudia Salazar from Peru.2 Both novels provide female
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For information about the human toll and other human rights violations refer to the United States
Institute of Peace database that includes a digital copy of both reports.
https://www.usip.org/publications/2001/07/truth-commission-peru-01 and
https://www.usip.org/publications/1992/07/truth-commission-el-salvador
2

Claudia Hernández Gonzáles is a Salvadoran author born in 1975. She has written several short
story collections, among them De fronteras (2007), Olvida uno (2005) and Causas naturales
(2013). Claudia Salazar Jiménez is a Peruvian author, born in 1976. She won the Premio Las
Américas 2014 with the novel La sangre de la aurora (2013). Salazar has also written a book of
short stories Coordenadas temporales (2016), and a youth historic novel called 1814, año de la
Independencia (2017).
1

experiences of the conflicts, not only because their authors and characters are female, but
because their characters’ shed light on what it meant to be a woman before, during, and after the
armed conflicts. They illustrate the ways in which social and cultural constructions about being
female influenced their lives, circumstances, agency and traumas. Moreover, the conflict affected
women differently as they were more prone to experience sexual violence, bear children as a
result of sexual abuse, and suffer from forced displacement, widowing, or being left out from
land redistribution or other reparation programs because of their sex. Likewise, women also
manifested agency in different forms during and after the armed conflicts. However, it is
important to remember and consider the differentiation between “woman” and “women” made
by Chandra Mohanty Talpade in her essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and
Colonial Discourses” (1988). She states that “Woman – a cultural and ideological composite
Other constructed through diverse representational discourse (scientific, literary, juridical,
linguistic, cinematic, etc.) – and women – real, material subjects of their collective histories” are
not equal but related concepts (62). With this in mind, one should be careful not to conglomerate
women and their experiences into one composite imaginary woman, instead it is crucial to
consider these reductive tendencies to acknowledge a diversity of experiences, not “a relation of
correspondence or simple implication” between both terms (Mohanty 62).
Thus, these are a few ways in which the experience of women during armed conflicts can
illuminate not only this convoluting time in history, but also the social and political factors that
sparked or fueled the tensions behind the armed conflicts, tensions that remain present.
Roza, tumba, quema contributes with a view into the experience of the Salvadoran
conflict through the eyes of a female excombatant, more specifically a view into life after the
peace accords and during the process of disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR).

2

Hernández’ novel not only draws attention to the complexities of this time for a female
exguerrillera, but also delves into the issue of trauma. This novel makes evident certain human
rights violations that were not as visible in the truth commission report: forced displacement,
forced disappearance of children, and sexual violence. The main character faces and works
through her loss to find closure and start a process of mourning that helps her move on.
La sangre de la aurora is a novel that presents, in a more experimental and fragmentary
style, the female experience of the Peruvian conflict through three very different characters. The
stories depict how their lives are not only shaped by issues of race, and class, but also influenced
by the fact that they are women. Despite their different sociohistorical background their
experiences converge in being victims of oppression and rape. This novel presents a view into to
the conflict through the eyes of an indigenous woman, a Shining Path militant, and a woman
from Lima’s high social class. Moreover, La sangre de la aurora is rife with elements of trauma
and exemplifies, in its fragmentary structure and its content, the way trauma is a shock that
surpasses the grasp of knowledge and language, but also demands to be worked through.
These two novels, while dealing with two different areas and armed conflicts, approach
the process of working through the past in creative ways. Roza, tumba, quema’s title alludes to
the agricultural practice of working the land that involves a cycle and a return to once burned
lands, a toiling and moving on. La sangre de la aurora uses the metaphor of a group of women
knitting together while they share their life stories. It is a beautiful depiction, an allegory of a
suturing both of their subjectivities and the collective tissue of society that the armed conflicts
tore apart. The authors tell of the horror, try to articulate it through language and present it as a
process that, like mourning, requires intentional work.
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1. Writing the Horror: Testimonio, Truth Commissions Reports and Post Conflict
Literature
The current inquiry does no pretend to be a comprehensive review of Latin-American
postconflict literature but presents two examples of how novels that portray the female
experiences of the armed conflict complement other existing texts and contribute with examples
of processes of working through the traumatic past.
In order to better visualize these novels’ contributions, it is important to include three
genres of texts that are in play: testimonios, human rights and truth commission reports, and
postconflict literature. Each one of these genres provides a means to a specific truth about the
armed conflicts.
a. Testimonio literature
Testimonios and testimonial literature belong to a genre that emerged contemporaneous
or immediately after the armed conflicts. The urgency to bear witness resulted in the publication
of texts that brought about new perspectives and versions of the trauma that was underway.
According to John Beverley and Marc Zimmerman testimonio is:
A novel or novella- length narrative, told in the first person by a narrator who is also the
actual protagonist or witness of the events she or he recounts. The unit of narration is
usually a life or a significant life episode (e.g., the experience of being a prisoner. Since
in many cases the narrator is someone who is either functionally illiterate or, if literate,
not a professional writer, the production of a testimonio generally involves recording
and/or transcription and editing of an oral account by an interlocutor who is a journalist,
writer, or social activist.3 (173)
Testimonios provide a version of history and experience that while direct, coming from
the verbal accounts of the witness, are also mediated through the intervention of the interlocutor
who questions, records and edits the information. These accounts focus on denouncing the
If interested in a deeper study of testimonial narrative refer to Chapter 7, “Testimonial Literature” on
Literature and Politics in the Central American Revolutions.
3

4

violations that the victims suffer as well as providing a new perspective into the conflict through
the experiences of the witness. Thus, testimonios are juridical and political, and while they are
nonfictional, they differ from autobiographical literature in their urgency to denounce the abuses.
The genre achieved official literary status when Casa de las Américas designated it as a literary
category for its competition, and while this genre offered a new and different approach than that
of the lettered city, its texts are still produced for a specific consumer and editorial market and its
narratives are still mediated by an intellectual interlocutor.4
b. Truth Commission and Human Rights Reports
Truth commission reports are important to this analysis because they mark specific
moments in history in which a legal, evidentiary truth about the conflicts was brought to light
and made the experiences of the victims factual. These truth commission and human rights
reports are essential because they represent valuable sources of information and testimonies that
can be used for the pursuit of justice and memory. In the case of truth commission reports, they
are the final document developed by official bodies with the following characteristics:
“(1) truth commissions focus on the past; (2) they investigate a pattern of abuses over a
period of time, rather than a specific event; (3) a truth commission is a temporary body,
typically in operation for six months to two years, and completing its work with the
submission of a report; and (4) these commissions are officially sanctioned, authorized,
or empowered by the state (and sometimes also by the armed opposition, as in a peace
accord)” (Hayner 14).
Several of these truth commissions have incorporated the concept of reconciliation to
their name and goals, but this has proven to be a difficult if not impossible enterprise. Priscilla
Hayner writes about the complexities of reconciliation in her book Unspeakable Truths: Justice
and the Challenge of Truth Commissions. She differentiates between political and individual

4

Refer to Proceed with Caution, when Engaged by Minority Writing in the Americas by Doris Sommer,
especially chapter 5, “No secrets for Rigoberta,” in which she problematizes testimonios and the
mediation of the interlocutors.
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reconciliation and points to the very personal nature of this concept as it implies elements of
forgiveness and healing. As Jacques Derrida presents on his essay “On Forgiveness,” forgiveness
is a right that only victims have as it deals with unforgivable events. On the issue of reparations
and restitution, Hayner also dedicates a chapter of her book Unspeakable Truths: Concerning
State Terror and Atrocities to define these concepts and examine their intricacies.
Therefore, truth commission reports are important, but they face several limitations as the
commissions are not judicial bodies but can only provide information and recommendations to
demand accountability. The relationship between truth commissions and the truth they present is
problematized by Onur Bakiner in his article “One truth among others?: Truth commissions’
struggle for truth and memory.” He mentions that truth commission reports cannot be reduced to
their utilitarian purposes but are complex moral and political enterprises. They present a version
of the truth, of the experiences of abuse that the victims suffered, but as any document they
cannot but refer to a portion of those abuses and victims.
The claim to truth carries enormous political and moral weight. Deponents (especially
surviving victims and victims’ relatives, but sometimes perpetrators and bystanders, as
well) want the commissioners and larger society to treat their memories as reflecting the
sad truth, the real experience of violence. They do not regard testimony as an
idiosyncratic account of episodes straddling fact and fiction. Rather, the testimonial
process is an act of witnessing and truth-telling that links individual suffering to political
repression and social breakdown. The timing and staging of the truth commission at the
moment of political transition and reconstruction accentuate the moral and political
character of truth commission narratives. (Bakiner 4)
In addition, the truth commissions as a national enterprise is limited in its ability to
investigate and report on the role of international actors or denounce and demand accountability
from foreign governments. These attempts at truth might not be new but, through the publication
of the final reports, they are formally recognized as a part of the atrocities that happened. On the
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other hand, beyond their political or judicial reach, the reports these bodies deliver are discursive
productions that are not exempt of rhetorical conventions or ideological interventions.
Mark Osiel in his book Mass Atrocity, Ordinary Evil, and Hannah Arendt dedicated the
appendix to “Human Rights Reporting as a Literary Genre.” In this essay Osiel offers insight into
this genre of writing, its distinctive conventions of representation, and discursive code (166).
This type of reporting is focused on realism and achieving political goals, not so much on
presenting a complex view of the victims’ lives or evoking compassion. Moreover, according to
Osiel the “true hero ultimately emerges as the investigators themselves” (167). Thus, it is
important to emphasize that while these reports bring to light experiences that otherwise might
go unheard, and they might empower the victims to speak, the victims’ input and accounts are
still mediated by the interlocutor and in some way “shaped by others, however well-intentioned”
(Osiel 167).
Therefore, the purpose and language of the truth commission reports make them more
evidentiary and less humanized, and their length (the Peruvian report consists of over eight
thousand pages) renders them inaccessible to wide sectors of society. The life narratives of the
witnesses are reduced to a report of the human right violations and statistics. These reports make
the conflict verifiable and factual, but in another way, they conglomerate thousands of
testimonies in massive, almost scientific documents in which the lives of the victims count as
evidence or descriptions of what happened, but less as the reflection of a human life. For a reader
it is difficult to realize that each person mentioned in the report is more than what the conflict did
to them or what they did during the conflict, that they are more than a number that adds up to the
statistics.
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The testimonies found in the reports do not evoke as much empathy as a fictional
narrative can, not only because its focus on human rights violations relegates the victim to a
second plane but also because a report of this kind is burdened by the expectation of historical
accuracy. These very predicaments are at the base of its disconnection from the readers. Some of
the testimonies are overly shocking and produce in the reader a sense of personal distress or
empathic overarousal5 that disengages them from the story; especially as the stories being read
are claimed to be true. As well as there is a lack of elaboration on the victim’s life that would
provide a path to empathy and compassion. This detachment prevents the development of
empathy or empathic unsettlement in the readers, and thus disconnects them from the very
stories and experiential truths the report is meant to make visible.
In addition, the truth commission reports that are presented in this dissertation illustrate
two very different conflicts and two very different compilation processes and reports. The report
from El Salvador, From Madness to Hope, one of the first of its kind in Latin America, was
published in 1993, while the final report from the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (CVR) was published in 2003. These two reports, separated by a lapse of ten years,
show the evolution that has taken place in this genre of writing, and the reporting of such
documents. The Peruvian final report is meticulous, carefully organized and presents more
quantified data as it consists of about eight thousand pages of information. In contrast, From
Madness to Hope is more rudimentary and lacks depth in the inclusion of several serious crimes.
The Salvadoran report consists of about two hundred pages. Nonetheless, both reports include
accounts of massacres, tortures, and other violations as well as names of victims and
perpetrators.
See Martin Hoffman’s book Empathy and Moral Development for more information on empathetic
overarousal.
5
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The final reports were also very different because the conflict in Peru was distinct to the
other armed conflicts in Latin America. In the Peruvian armed conflict, the Shining Path was
found to have committed almost 54 percent of the human rights violations, and the state was
responsible for 37 percent of violations. In the case of Salvador, the commission determined that
the army and other State armed forces were the main perpetrators of crimes, committing 95
percent of human rights violations. Although very different from each other, both commissions
faced obstacles in their research and publication processes. The attempts to block the publication
of the final reports reveal still prevalent tensions between oppressive states that sponsor impunity
and any impulse towards the revelation of legal truths that demand accountability.
c. Post Conflict Perspectives
Subsequently, after the publication of the truth commission reports there was an
emergence of cultural products that were based or referred to the information they presented.
Postconflict novels took the raw material that exposed experiential truths, further examined it,
having had time and analytical distance from the traumatic events, and thus presented aesthetic
and ethical approaches to their complexities. This literature depicted a rupture in which the
lettered city reinserted itself in the elaboration of the traumas that testimonios laid bare. Several
other products took the form of art, theater, photographic expositions, and monuments. Some of
these artifacts were aimed at keeping the memory and honoring the thousands of lost lives, others
were focused on sharing the past as a cautionary tale and thus prevent it from happening again.
Memorials like “The Monument to Memory and Truth” and “El Mozote Monument” in El
Salvador, and exhibitions like “Memory, Culture, and Identity in El Salvador” at the Museum of
Word and Image (which also has a movie, photo, and audio archive that include documents from
the armed conflict) are just a few examples. In the case of Peru, there are monuments aimed at
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memory like the “Eye that cries” within the project “Alameda de la memoria” or exhibitions like
“Yuyanapaq. Para recordar,” the photographic project, and the LUM museum (Lugar de la
memoria), to name a few. But there were also cultural products that enacted melancholic or
cynical tendencies or were more fixated on the violence of the time than on possible ethical
responses to trauma like Horacio Castellanos’ Insensatez (2004) and other novels I will later
present as contrasting examples.
Roza, tumba, quema and La sangre de la aurora are not complete outliers in literature but
belong to a larger corpus of Latin-American narratives that approach the armed conflicts and
present a female perspective of the experiences they entail, both from male and female authors.
In the case of Peru, there are postconflict novels like Alonso Cueto’s La hora azul (2005), Karina
Pacheco’s La voluntad del molle (2017), Raúl Tola’s Toque de queda (2008), Marie Arana’s
Lima Nights (2010), and Santiago Roncagliolo’s Abril Rojo (2006), among others, that were
published after the publication of the CVR and in one way or another relate to the issues of the
Peruvian armed conflict and its aftermath. Nevertheless, this study focuses on Claudia Salazar’s
novel, as an example that epitomizes the main aspects of this work, be it its time and analytic
distance from the traumatic events, the strong empathic force despite its undoubtedly similarity
to the stories found in the CVR, and the fact that its author and characters are all female and
highlight what it meant to be a woman during the armed conflict, thus provide a glimpse at their
experiences and trauma from a female perspective.
In the case of El Salvador, there is a trajectory of writers that approach the traumas and
experiences of the armed conflict from a female perspective. Roza, tumba, quema is but one
example of those narratives and certainly evokes previous texts like Manlio Argueta’s Un día en
la vida (1980) with his approximation to the life of three generations of women at the start of the
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Salvadoran armed conflict,6 or his novel Milagro de la Paz (1995) that also deals with the female
perspective of life and trauma. There are several other Central American and Salvadoran authors
that write about the trauma of the armed conflicts both concurrently and after the peace accords.
There is a noticeable female presence in testimonios or testimonial literature like Rigoberta
Menchú’s Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació la conciencia (1984), Nidia Díaz Nunca
estuve sola (1988), Gioconda Belli’s La mujer habitada (1988) or El país bajo mi piel (2000),
Claribel Alegría’s No Me Agarran Viva: La Mujer Salvadoreña en Lucha (1983), among an even
larger group if including male authors. Also, there is a corpus of contemporary Central American
writers of various genres like Vanessa Nuñez Handal, Denise Phé-Funchal, Rodrigo Rey Rosa,
Horacio Castellanos, and Jacinta Escudos just to name a few. This ample literary production
from the area also requires to be studied as a body of texts, in dialogue with each other, in order
to further understand literature’s contribution to the elaboration and responses to the traumatic
experience that these conflicts represent. It is a collective process to which this dissertation
serves as a contribution towards the creation of such literary mapping.
The current study will focus on Roza, tumba, quema as an example of a novel that took
an analytical and temporal distance from the event to pose important questions about what it
means to be a woman during the very specific moment in history not only of the armed conflict
but also of the Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration process (DDR), and how to
process a loss that defies mourning, through working it through and finding closure.

For more information on Manlio Argueta’s Un día en la vida and its approach to its representation of the
female experience and female agency refer to chapter one of Yajaira Padilla´s Changing Women,
Changing Nation: Female Agency, Nationhood, and Identity in Trans-Salvadoran Narratives. In it Padilla
presents the evolving roles, participation and agency campesinas had on the development of the armed
conflict.
6
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Considering the abovementioned corpus of literature that the armed conflicts has
influenced and continues to stimulate, this study centers on accentuating an intricate view of
women as participants, perpetrators, bystanders, or occupying various roles, and having different
experiences of the armed conflicts, as it presents the complexities of the process of mourning.
Women lived through these convoluted times and suffered traumatic experiences, some
survived and had the urge to bear witness, and some participated in the truth commission
investigations and other transitional justice endeavors. Their stories and voices, for the most part,
were missing from the national and historical imaginary. This interest in narratives that enact
processes of working through trauma, and narratives that illuminate the female experience of the
conflict motivates the current study. It sought women driven novels from Central America and
Peru that responded to the traumatic truths revealed in the truth commission report with
narratives that, not only filled in gaps, but also presented the experiences of women, and
exemplified processes of mourning. It was in this exploration that the two novels here analyzed,
Roza, tumba, quema by Claudia Hernández and La sangre de la aurora by Claudia Salazar, serve
as illustrations.
2. Trauma Studies and Narrative Empathy
This dissertation deals in great part with the issue of trauma, and of how the armed
conflicts are paradoxical traumatic events that are unspeakable, but at the same time demand a
witness. They are experiences that surpass one’s understanding and the possibility of
representation, while the trauma they generate requires knowledge and internalization in order to
be overcome. This impasse is at the basis of this work. Trauma is an interdisciplinary concept
that is difficult to categorize, and due to its centrality in Latin American armed conflicts, this
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dissertation will be informed by several authors that delve into the study of trauma theory and
cultural trauma theory, but focusing in the areas of literature, history, and cultural studies.
It was not until the 1980s that the effects of trauma were included in the American
Psychiatry Association diagnostics manual (DSM-III).7 It is clear that one cannot overlook
physical trauma or a bleeding wound, but traumas inflicted to the psyche had been largely
disregarded until they started to get attention both in the medical world as well as in other
academic disciplines. There are general questions that arise when one looks at the concept of
trauma and experience in relation to the armed conflicts, questions about the ethical approaches
to these painful truths. How can one talk about the unspeakable atrocities that took place without
betraying the experience of the victims or survivors? How can language represent
incommensurable pain and draw attention to truths that both defy cognizance and demand to be
known? How does literature respond to the revelation of truth and contribute to the suturing of
the community and mourning process by addressing the wounds inflicted? Therefore, trauma
implies the traumatic experience and the wound it generates, as well as one’s response to it.
Freud’s seminal work both on “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” and “Mourning and Melancholia”
has influenced subsequent academic discussion on trauma and its responses. I find his study of
mourning and melancholy pivotal to my analysis, as he presents both concepts and their relation
to loss. Freud states in “Mourning and Melancholia” that even while both responses to loss are
painful, melancholia is considered a pathological condition and mourning is considered a healthy
response.8 It is from his view of melancholia as a pathological condition, and of mourning as a
healthy response to trauma or loss, that this dissertation suggests mourning as a constructive

Refer to Roger Luckhurst’s The Trauma Question for information on how the inclusion of PTSD has
impacted culture and academy.
8
For more information about the concepts of mourning and melancholy refer to Freud’s essay, especially
pages 243-246.
7
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approximation to the armed conflicts. Mourning is not necessarily an easy response to trauma but
certainly a more desirable reaction that includes a process of facing trauma, articulating it,
accepting it, finding closure and moving on, even if this moving on will still reflect the impact of
trauma. The armed conflicts are traumatic experiences that require to be known in order to be
mourned and worked through. The loss should be confronted, elaborated, and accepted. It is
through this connection to reality that closure is found, and one can begin the process of grief
towards mourning.
Nonetheless, this is not the only possible response to trauma. If the traumatic events
escape cognizance, be it by internal or external repression, or by an ill-placed obsession on the
lost object, the response to trauma is marked by melancholic grief and its implications. “This
would suggest that melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is withdrawn from
consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is nothing about the loss that is
unconscious” (Freud 245).
Therefore, trauma generates a response; it is a wound that should be addressed or
otherwise it will keep emerging in repetitive manifestations.9 The continual emergence of texts
and products that deal with the armed conflicts reflect the need to come to terms with the past.
They are repetitive manifestations of the traumatic experiences that have not been worked
through due to repression or due to trauma’s belated impact.
This analysis is not freestanding. Several authors and literary critics have participated in
the academic discussion on trauma and its ethical connotations. Cathy Caruth is a theorist that
has contributed greatly to the development and study of cultural trauma theory. Her approach to

For further information on compulsion repetition, or the repetitive nature of trauma refer to Freud’s
“Beyond the Pleasure Principle”, or to Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and
History and her analysis of Tasso’s Jerusalem Liberated, more specifically Tancred’s account that starts
in page 2.
9
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the concept of trauma is important to this work because it introduces several ideas relating to its
paradoxical and repetitive qualities. Caruth defines trauma as a wound inflicted to the psyche due
to a shocking and unexpected experience that escapes comprehension (Unclaimed 4). There is
the notion of trauma as an incomprehensible event, experienced belatedly through repetitions,
and that surpasses the grasp of language. She uses Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle and his
analysis of Tasso’s Jerusalem Liberated, to elucidate the “central problem of listening, of
knowing, and of representing that emerges from the actual experience of the crisis” (Unclaimed
5). Language falls short in expressing or representing the traumatic experience fully because it
breaks one’s frame of reference, and thus it is unspeakable but at the same time demands to be
spoken about. Although Caruth takes this predicament to the point of aporia, I find her concept
of trauma useful for my analysis because it encompasses the very complex relation between
experience and language, which in turn also enriches the analysis of how fictional narratives
differ from historic accounts or testimonies. Trauma is characterized by its repetitive nature, and
Caruth asserts the importance of returning to the site of trauma in order to face it, experience it
(even if belatedly), know it, and I would add, articulate it, accept it and move on.
It is in his departure from Caruth’s aporia that Dominick LaCapra’s approach to trauma
supplements my analysis. He is not the only critic to question Caruth’s claim of traumas’
complete irrepresentability. Ruth Leys in her book Trauma: A Genealogy problematizes the issue
of a trauma that “precludes all representation” and the “literal registration of the traumatic event”
in the unconscious (266). More than Leys’ focus on the location of trauma and whether it is
literally engraved in the mind, her departure from aporia is key. She casts doubt on responses to
trauma that see it as “a symptom which must not, indeed cannot, be cured but simply transmitted,
passed on” (269).
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Even more significant to my analysis is LaCapra’s approach. He links trauma to “other
significant problems, including the relations between the individual and society, the political
implications of a research orientation, and the limitations and possibilities of an emphasis on
melancholia, the sublime, the transhistorical, mourning, acting out and working through
problems that bear on social and political issues” (Writing History ix). Therefore, LaCapra sees a
way out of the impasse of undecidability or irrepresentability and suggests that literature, with its
performative features, should set forth examples of processes of working through trauma, and
should not emulate excessively the traumatic experience nor enact processes of acting out that
would betray one’s ethical obligations. He also introduces the concept of empathic unsettlement,
that is an ethical response to the narrative in which there is neither over-identification with the
victim nor total disengagement from their story.
Two other academics whose contributions to the area of trauma studies are fundamental
are Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman. Dori Laub was a psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, university
professor and trauma researcher. He was a Holocaust survivor and co-founded the Holocaust
Survivor Film Project (now the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies). His
research focused on how testimony can help survivors articulate their traumatic experiences in
order to fight, process and overcome traumas, as well as to demand historical accountably.
Shoshana Felman is a literary critic who has written about testimony, trauma, and psychoanalyst.
Their research deals with the practice of bearing witness as a way of coming to terms with own’s
traumatic past and several issues regarding testimony. They focus on the Holocaust, but their
analysis is transferable to other communities that were also affected by grave human rights
violations.
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Furthermore, authors like Idelber Avelar have contributed greatly to the study of
experience transmissibility. His his book The Untimely Present: Postdictatorial Latin American
Fiction and the Task of Mourning (1999) explores the narratability of experience in the context
of Southern Cone’s postdictatorship novels. He addresses key concepts such as mourning,
melancholy, memory, restitution, and the use of allegory. He focuses on literature’s imperative to
mourn in the current neoliberal states, that push toward “progress” and forgetfulness, and which
are characterized by the decline of storytelling. Following his work on literature’s imperative to
mourn, my analysis contributes with a female perspective of Salvadoran and Peruvian armed
conflicts. It focuses on narratives that productively enact mourning after facing the truths
revealed in the truth commissions reports.
Jean Franco also delves into the discussion of trauma in her most recent book Cruel
Modernity. She analyzes the systematic and repetitive emergence of acts of violence, massacres,
torture and other traumatic events in Latin America. Like Avelar’s approach, she views
modernization as a process that creates the category of an “other” that is perceived as an obstacle
to progress. This “other” is then annihilated for the sake of progress. This violence is reasoned
under the conceptions of colonialism, racism, or “extreme masculinity.” Her analysis is profound
and includes several historical Latin American instances of trauma and cruelty. I find that novels
like the ones here analyzed, are in depth detailed analysis of specific works that complement
Franco’s approach because they aim for a clarification of truth, an elaboration on trauma, and
reify possible ethical approaches to the traumatic. As she mentions, “unless there is a better
understanding of the social vacuum that allows cruel acts, political solutions and ethical
principles will remain in the realm of the abstract” (Franco 22).
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Suzanne Keen writes abundantly about narrative empathy and in Empathy and the
Novel (2007) she mentions that fiction “offers a no-strings-attached opportunity for emotional
transactions of great intensity” (168). Therefore, it is through fiction that these stories can be
transmitted in a more effective way. Fictions might be closely based on the testimonies from the
truth commission reports, but they reflect experiences rather than focusing on historical
accuracy. Also, the assumed fictionality of the narrative enhances the possibility of empathy.
However, it is important to mention that empathy is a complex concept and, while it may be a
path towards positive emotions like compassion, can also be used for bad ends.10 Martha
Nussbaum includes a comparison of empathy and compassion in her book Upheavals of
Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions. She states that empathy is “highly relevant to
compassion, although it is itself both fallible and morally neutral” (333). She uses the examples
of a torturer, like Hannibal Lecter, who uses empathy for “hostile and sadistic ends” (333). On
the other hand, she also asserts that empathy “does involve a very basic recognition of another
world of experience, and to that extent it is not altogether neutral” (333). Thus, a complete lack
of empathy is related with conditions of psychopathy and the impossibility of recognizing
humanity in others, but the presence of empathy in itself does not inevitably result in good
emotions like compassion or altruism. Nussbaum goes on to say that, “If I allow my mind to be
formed into the shape of your experience, even in a playful way and even without concern for
you, I am still in a very basic way acknowledging your reality and humanity” (333). Therefore,
empathy is a desired outcome of literature because it can help readers acknowledge the humanity
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of others and extend not only their knowledge of the experience of others, but also extend their
concern.
Lastly, I wish to mention various other authors and critics that were informative to my
analysis: Elizabeth Jelin11 and her approach to memory, testimony, and trauma, Martha
Nussbaum12 and her studies on emotion, compassion, thoughts, and literatures’ performative
functions, and Susan Sontag13 and her book on ethical approaches to pain and suffering, just to
name a few.
3. Chapters Overview
This dissertation is divided in four chapters of which the first two will focus on the case
of El Salvador, and the next two chapters will focus on the Peruvian case. In chapter 1, I examine
the continual appearance in Central American postconflict literature of the theme of return, but a
return to the site of trauma caused by the armed conflicts. This return denotes a need for further
elaboration on the traumas inflicted but which generally resulted in a tendency towards
melancholic and cynical manifestations. I present a contrast between socio-politically engaged
literature, testimonios and the urgency to retell the traumatic experience, and the postconflict
(post truth commission reports) literature. This literature expands on the ethical implications to
what their experiences revealed through narratives that provide examples of mourning processes.
In chapter 2, I first examine From Madness to hope, and the ways in which even though
it reveals truth from the perspective of the survivors, it lacks a deeper look at the traumas it
describes rendering the victims’ experience as evidence. Then, I transition to an analysis of Roza,

11

Refer to State Repression and the Labors of Memory by Elizabeth Jelin.
For more on Nussbaum’s approach to emotions and knowledge refer to Upheavals of Thought: The
Intelligence of Emotions and Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature.
13
Her important book Regarding the Pain of Others questions the act of seeing and the ethical implication
of representing and talking about suffering.
12
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tumba, quema. A novel that contributes to Central American postconflict literature because it
voices the conflict from a female perspective and brings light to three largely overlooked
experiences of trauma. It also presents an example of a journey from loss to closure and
mourning. The narrative, almost labyrinthically, as in evading the pain that one must face to find
closure, takes the main character back to the place where it all first started.
In Chapter 3, I transition to the Peruvian armed conflict which lasted from the 80s to the
year 2000. It deals with the historical background, the development of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (CVR), and the publication of its final report in 2003. The Peruvian
conflict was very different to the rest of Latin American conflicts, for example the Argentinian or
Chilean armed conflicts, in which the government committed most of the human rights
violations. The publication of the final report evidenced tensions and hostility towards the
revelation of legal truths and any demands for justice and accountability. Even so, the report
provided a well of information that served as a source for several initiatives aimed at memory
and mourning.
In chapter 4, I examine one of such initiatives, Claudia Salazar’s novel La sangre de la
aurora. This novel provides three different female perspectives of the armed conflict and the
trauma it generated. It not only elaborates on the issues of individual trauma, collective trauma,
and collective healing, but also elaborates on the act of seeing and its ethical implications. Lastly,
it is important to emphasize the need for community in order to achieve mourning and to move
on. The novel very fittingly ends with a group of women knitting together and sharing their pasts
and their presents with hopes for a better future. “A veces detenemos nuestra labor y se nos junta
otra mujer más. Una saca lanita y se pone a tejer. Los hilos se entrecruzan y el telar crece. Ellas
diciendo cosas. Entre nosotras nomás, como todas somos mujeres, por eso nomás hablo. Otro
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hilo. Nuestras voces tejiendo” (93). This allegory of the process of working through trauma is
significant as it alludes to the discursive, figurative process of elaborating the traumatic
experience and coming to terms with it in a collective environment.
The armed conflicts tore the tissue of society through inflicting wounds in the individuals
and the collective. The traumatic experiences that occurred are no longer secret, some have been
brought to light as “the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us
of a reality that is not otherwise available. This aim at a truth that elaborates on the past, in its
delayed appearance and its belated address, cannot be linked only to what is known, but also to
what remains unknown in our very actions and our language” (Caruth, Unclaimed 4). It is
through the testimonies found in the truth commission reports, the courageous voices that cry
out, that others can see the truth and decide how to respond to it.
What should be literature’s ethical response? Narratives that spectacularize violence and
trauma, and thus reiterate an obsession with the traumatic events? Literature that renders life
after trauma as not worth living, and approaches the truth with cynicism, thus enacting
melancholic processes? Or literature that provides examples of processes of mourning and evoke
empathy helping readers extend their concern and compassion to the experience of others? The
conflicts destroy human connection, which is fundamental for humanity’s survival. Thus, I argue
these painful truths, these traumas should be the springboard for enterprises that exemplify the
need to recognize each other’s humanity, the need for human connection and for paths towards
closure and mourning.
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Chapter 1. Returning to the Wound: From Testimonio to Postconflict Novels
There is certainly a return to the traumatic past of the armed conflicts that is present in
literature and has taken many different forms, be it poetry, short stories, testimonios, postconflict
literature, to name a few. In this chapter this return is made evident through examples of novels
that display a constant concern with a traumatic past that remains present in the literature of
Central America. First, it is vital to clarify that even though, for this chapter’s purpose and scope,
the word Central America will be used it does not imply in any sense that all the countries of the
region either share the same history or experiences, or that their literatures can be carelessly
grouped into an uniform category. Instead, this study will focus on some of the similarities
among countries from Central America which suffered armed conflicts or dictatorships; hence it
will be dealing with context and literatures coming mainly from Guatemala, El Salvador, and
Nicaragua.
This chapter is not organized chronologically; it thematically approximates from specific
examples, literature’s approach to the armed conflicts and their effects. It does not pretend to be
a map of the literary production that emerged after the armed conflicts, but on how the horrors
and traumas of these events are represented. Thus, while not an all-inclusive panorama of Central
American or postconflict literature, it provides a contrast between mobilizing literature,
testimonio, and postconflict novels (both those with cynical tendencies and novels that present a
constructive response to trauma through mourning).
In the years following the literary canonization of Rigoberta Menchú’s book, more and
more articles and studies have been done about the region’s literature and its sociopolitical
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matters.14 Certainly, there has been an increase in the allocation of resources to these academic
endeavors; which is not to say that the region’s literary production has left the margin in any
sense. With the apogee of globalization and because of the effects of violence and diasporas,
Central American literature is not isolated but constitutes part of a vast body of texts that are
interrelated and share numerous elements of post modernity. One of these elements is the issue
of trauma.
The armed conflicts that afflicted El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua, during the
second half of the 20th century, are not only historical events that tainted every corner of daily
life, but in literature these conflicts elicit questions of trauma, memory, and mourning. Language
was disarticulated by the disillusionment of failed utopian ideologies, while writers find
themselves obsolete in the face of a world that does not grant them the previous foundational or
national powers they once had in society.15 Thus, the armed conflicts and their aftermath become
a backbone in what is written, read, and studied in contemporary Central American literature.
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Since the year 2000 there have been about 270 dissertations written on Central American literature or
sociopolitical related topics. Arturo Arias has published two books about Central American literature
and/or the issue of testimonio, The Rigoberta Menchú’s Controversy and Taking their Word: Literature
and the Signs of Central America. John Beverley published Literature and Politics in the Central
American Revolutions and La voz del otro: testimonio, subalternidad y verdad narrativa. Yvette
Aparicio published Post-Conflict Central American Literature: Searching for Home and Longing to
Belong, and Beatriz Cortez published Aesthetics of Cynicism: The Passion and Disenchantment in
Postwar Central American Literature. Alexandra Ortiz Wallner has published a number or articles about
Central American literature and a book named El arte de ficcionar: la novela contemporánea
centroamericana. In the year 2008 the first volume of a series on Central American literature was
published. The series consists of six volumes and it is called Hacia una historia de las Literatura
Centroamericanas I-VI. Ana Patricia Rodriguez published Dividing the Isthmus: Central American
Transnational Histories, Literatures, and Cultures in the year 2010. Lastly, in 2012 Yajaira Padilla
published her book Changing Women, Changing Nation: Female Agency, Nationhood, and Identity in
Trans-Salvadoran Narratives.
15
Refer to Doris Sommer’s book Foundational Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America or
Julio Ramo’s Desencuentros de la modernidad en América Latina: literatura y política en el siglo XIX, or
Jean Franco’s book The Rise and Fall of the Lettered City for more information on the transition in
literature and its relation to power and politics.
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It has been over twenty years from the signing of the last peace agreements from Central
America, the Guatemalan Peace Accords in 1996, but trauma and violence are still present at
every level of society and as a result they are present in literature. Writers such as Horacio
Castellanos, Vanessa Nuñez Handal, Rodrigo Rey Rosa, Franz Galich, Jacinta Escudos, and
Claudia Hernández to name a few, revisit the subjects of violence, uprootedness, exile,
indifference, and disillusionment. Their texts bring to light a general and more naturalized
violence that is no longer framed in a cold war environment but that emerges from the
systematization of the terror these countries endured for several decades. The grip of violence
and trauma extends to the present and provokes some important questions and dilemmas. Why
does literature keep revisiting the armed conflicts and their aftermath? What are some ethical
considerations one must contemplate when writing about trauma, memory and restitution? The
Truth Commission reports were published, and the horrific traumatic experiences revealed, but
how do we face that truth, and how can literature aid in the process of mourning and reparations?
What do we do when reading about these traumas?
In this chapter, I will analyze how a novel like Claudia Hernández’ Roza, tumba, quema,
that focuses on the female experience of the Salvadoran armed conflict, provides a unique and
necessary re-reading of trauma that serves to drive society towards a constructive process of
mourning. First, it presents examples on the transition from mobilizing narratives to the urgency
of testimonio, and then to the emergence of postconflict novels. Then, this study uses the
examples of the Salvadoran Truth Commission (Commission on the Truth for El Salvador) and
its final report From Madness to Hope: The 12 Year War in El Salvador (1993), and the
Guatemalan Truth Commission (Commission for Historical Clarification - CEH) and its final
report Guatemala: Memoria del Silencio (1999) as the starting point from which several cultural
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products and initiatives emerged, aiming to reignite the conversation about memory, trauma, and
justice. Then, it analyzes how literature provides a way to bear witness and mourn the lived
experiences of the armed conflicts by returning to the wound with novels that deal with historical
traumas. This return is analyzed in its relation to trauma theory and the process of mourning
through several texts from some Central American authors like Castellanos Moya and Rodrigo
Rey Rosa because their narratives provide a contrasting example to the approach presented in
Claudia Hernández’ novel Roza, tumba, quema. As stated above, this novel provides both a
return and an elaboration of the traumatic events of the Salvadoran armed conflict, it presents a
narrative that expands on the complexities of being a woman during and after the armed conflict
and provides an example of a difficult but positive path towards mourning.
1.1. Background: From Foundational Fictions towards Postconflict Literature
Postconflict literature is characterized through concepts such as violence, defeat,
memory, mourning, restitution, and the crisis of experience’s communicability.16 The relation
between these concepts is intrinsic in nature and can be applied to the Central American
countries that went through devastating dictatorships and armed conflicts. All throughout the
region, especially in countries like Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El Salvador, the leftist ideals of an
alternative to capitalism, brought about by socialism and its supporters, were annihilated in the
name of “democracies”, “order”, “progress”, and “anti-communist” policies. Democracy and the
inclusion of these countries’ economies in the multinational market were achieved to a certain
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Yvette Aparicio in her book Post-Conflict Central American Literature: Searching for Home and
Longing to Belong describes Central American post-conflict literature as fragmentary stories that “make
ample use of metaphor and offer the reader indirect, perhaps fuzzy snapshots of protagonists and their
settings” (22). Idelber Avelar states in Untimely Present that there is a “decline in the transmissibility of
experience- that banalization of language and standardization of life preempts the didactic power of
storytelling and places storytelling in an acute, epochal crisis derived precisely from its divorce from
experience” (210)
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extent, but not before paving the way to transnational capital with thousands of dead bodies from
their citizens.17
This was not Central America’s first wound in the name modernization that implied the
subjugation of its majorities -meaning the dispossessed, lower classes, indigenous, and
dissidents. There were defeats before the era of armed conflicts, and one of them was the
conquest. Central American has been influenced by violence from its early stages. Violence and
trauma left indelible marks on these countries, but the issues that allowed it were far from being
resolved. The underlying political and social systems that served to rationalize the previous
struggles were still present, and a social upheaval was latent. These countries were facing a
political and social turmoil since their peoples, mainly working classes, the indigenous, and the
poor, were being oppressed by dictatorial governments, and any attempts at freedom resulted in
genocide and mass killings.18
A form of literature that resulted in a call for action came from an unexpected source,
from Catholic priests who sided with the poor in demanding change. Ernesto Cardenal, a priest
from Nicaragua, wrote several books that mostly dealt with the “Theology of Liberation.”19 This
theology was a reaction towards the Catholic Church’s complicity with the high classes and
oppressive governments to control and subjugate the indigenous and poor into complacency.
Before this theology, the Catholic Church had mostly appeased the oppressed with teachings that
proclaimed that the compensation for the poor and oppressed would be in heaven, so their
suffering on earth was naturalized. Gutierrez’ teachings were key within this movement as he
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Refer to David Harvey A brief story of Neoliberalism for more information on the transition from
welfare states to neoliberal states and its implications.
18
For more information on the history of Central America from the year 1930 refer to The Cambridge
History of Latin America, Volume 7.
19
Gustavo Gutiérrez coined the term Theology of Liberation when he published his book A Theology of
Liberation in 1971.
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saw that the poor were not a problem to be solved with charity or passivity, but with social action
towards equality. He states in The Power of the Poor in History,
But the poor person does not exist as an inescapable fact of destiny. His or her existence
is not politically neutral, and it is not ethically innocent. The poor are a by-product of the
system in which we live and for which we are responsible. They are marginalized by our
social and cultural world. They are the oppressed, exploited proletariat, robbed of the
fruit of their labor and despoiled of their humanity. Hence the poverty of the poor is not a
call to generous relief action, but a demand that we go and build a different social order.
But first we have to remove the debris that blocks our vision and look at the question
more closely. The option of the poor, taken in the commitment to liberation, has brought
us to an understanding that the oppressed cannot be considered apart from the social class
to which they belong. This would only lead us to “pity their situation.” (44-45)
Ernesto Cardenal and many other priests rebelled against the theology of passivity and
wrote books in which the Bible was used to motivate people toward change.20 John Beverly and
Marc Zimmerman in their book Literature and Politics in the Central American Revolutions
analyze the transition of poetry from Darío to Cardenal and present a deeper study of how
Cardenal turned towards liberation theology. “Cardenal taught a new interpretation of the
Gospels, calling for an active struggle against worldly evil and the establishment of the Kingdom
of Heaven on the earth” (Beverly and Zimmerman 68). Not too different from Cardenal, Roque
Dalton, a Salvadoran poet, intellectual and political activist from El Salvador, wrote a book in
which passivity was problematized. Roque Dalton was wrongfully executed, by members of the
Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP) in 1975, due to his political commitment that resulted
in internal disputes.21 In his text Las historias prohibidas de Pulgarcito, Dalton mixes several
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The Theology of Liberation occupies a significant role in the revolutionary movements in Central
America because several of these groups started as Christian community groups that organized to seek
equality and better working conditions. More information about the initial phases of the armed conflict
can be found on page 88 of the report of the recommendations and conclusions.
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/guatemala/docs/publications/UNDP_gt_PrevyRecu_MemoriadelSilen
cio.pdf.
21
Refer to Literature and Politics in the Central American Revolutions by Beverley and Zimmerman, and
Cynthia McClintock’s Revolutionary Movements in Latin America: El Salvador’s FMLN & Peru’s
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literary genres and styles: prose, letters, poetry, news, and phrases from the oral tradition, to send
out his message towards action.22 This collection of writings lets the reader see that a country as
small as El Salvador, known as “el pulgarcito de América” or “Tom Thumb of the Americas”
was founded not through passivity but through bravery and struggles. The idea of the indigenous
or poor as a peaceful and gullible mass is confronted and questioned through texts coming even
as far back as the conquest, texts that talk about the battle of Cuscatlán where Pipil indigenous
fighters forced the Spaniards to withdraw their forces.
Violence was not something merely aesthetic, and the writings of these authors instead of
looking for cathartic reactions, were aimed at motivating the readers into action towards
liberation. There was still a sense of faith in literature and the role of the intellectual because it
served to inspire the militants with hope for change. Men and women from Guatemala and El
Salvador saw in many books from the time23 the impulse to fight for liberation and a bettering of
their life conditions. This utopian impulse led them to be victims of genocide and disillusionment
as their hopes were broken down through excessive violence and repression at the hands of
military governments. It is through this experience of excessive repression and violence, that a
sense of urgency took hold of literature and the phenomenon of testimonios and testimonial
literature emerged.

Shining Path for more detail and information about Roque Dalton’s death at the hands of his own
revolutionary group.
22
For more information on how poetry and other texts emerged and helped shape the revolutionary
movement of El Salvador refer to “Salvadoran Revolutionary Poetry” from Literature and Politics in the
Central American Revolutions. It is especially interesting to read about the New Women’s Poetry during
this period in El Salvador in which Claribel Alegría occupies an important place in the development of
“testimonial poetry.”
23
Some other authors of the time were Sergio Ramirez, Gioconda Belli, Claribel Alegría and their
writings of the time can often be placed within what Barbara Harlow labels as Resistance Literature.
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In the case of Guatemala, their armed conflict started approximately in nineteen sixty and
lasted thirty-six years until the peace accords were signed between the Unidad Revolucionaria
Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG-MAIZ) and the government in nineteen ninety-six. This
periodization of the conflict does not mean that it emerged instantaneously or that when the
peace accords were signed the conflict and its consequences became issues of the past. On the
contrary this event is only the peak of a process of social injustice, marginalization and violence.
These thirty-six years represent incalculable amounts of lost lives, pain, suffering, trauma, and
they represent a variety of versions of the past as it became an unforgettable part of Guatemala’s
history. It is a wound that can only heal after there has been a process of elaboration on the past,
acceptance, and reflections of what happened and how to move on. Literature comes to play an
important role in the process of transitional justice.24 It is a way to bring forth the truth about the
conflict, face the traumas, and start the mourning process, as well as it is a way to remember the
lives of the lost throughout the years, and to warn others so that these tragic events do not occur
again. One of the literary responses to these horrific acts in Central America took the form of
testimonios.
Testimonios attempted to bear witness, even while through an interlocutor, at a time
marked by the urgency of expressing a version of the truth that was being suppressed,
nonetheless it was received with both criticism and controversy. John Beverley states that “the
situation of narration in testimonio has to involve an urgency to communicate, a problem of

The Institute Center for Transitional Justice defines the term in this way: “Transitional justice is rooted
in accountability and redress for victims. It recognizes their dignity as citizens and as human beings.
Ignoring massive abuses is an easy way out but it destroys the values on which any decent society can be
built. Transitional justice asks the most difficult questions imaginable about law and politics. By putting
victims and their dignity first, it signals the way forward for a renewed commitment to make sure
ordinary citizens are safe in their own countries – safe from the abuses of their own authorities and
effectively protected from violations by others.” For more on this refer to their website at
https://www.ictj.org/about/transitional-justice
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repression, poverty, subalternity, imprisonment, struggle for survival, and so on, implicated in
the fact of narrating itself” (Testimonio 32). This description presents several important factors
of testimonial literature. Testimonios expressed versions of a reality, were powered by a sense of
urgency, dealt with the experiences of a community and thus, to some were the voice of the
collectivity. Rigoberta Menchú narrated in the opening lines of her book, I, Rigoberta Menchú:
An Indian Woman in Guatemala, that her story was “the story of all poor Guatemalans” (1), and
Domitila Barrios de Chungara25 in her testimonio mentioned “I don’t want anyone at any
moment to interpret the story I’m about to tell as something that is only personal. Because I think
that my life is related to my people. What happened to me could have happened to hundreds of
people in my country (15).” The criticism this genre faced was not only due to claims about its
collective nature, and Arturo Arias includes this discussion to a deeper extent in his book The
Rigoberta Menchú Controversy.
In general, testimonios were nontraditional in the sense that they not only were the voice
of people from the margins of what Angel Rama called the “lettered city,” they claimed to be the
story of a collectivity, and for some intellectuals, like David Stoll, they lacked veracity and
accuracy in their narrations.26 Some academics also saw it as a way in which leftist intellectuals
manipulated “token” people to advance their political agenda, as is the case of Elzbieta
Sklodowska who studied testimonios’ unreliability due to their ventriloquist tendency to express
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Domitila Barrios de Chungara is an activist and writer known for her book Let Me Speak!: Testimony of
Domitila, a Woman of the Bolivian Mines, and even though she is an indigenous woman from Bolivia her
approach to testimonio has been compared to that of Menchú in books like The Ethics of Life Writing by
Paul John Eakin, and Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth by John Beverly.
26
David Stoll wrote the book Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans in which he does
an ethnographic and anthropological study comparing Menchú’s testimonio with his findings from local
testimonies and documentary sources.

30

the interlocutor’s points of views.27 On the other hand, others like Doris Sommer in her essay
“No Secrets for Rigoberta” focused on the silences in Menchús accounts and continued to shed
light on the phenomenon of testimonio. The dialogue and discussions continued, which in turn
gave the genre of testimonio a central stage, especially Menchú’s book which drew attention in
the academy, achieved canonization, and was studied in several universities throughout the
world. There are plenty of other controversies and debates that emerged from the popularization
and academic study of Menchu’s testimonio, but that for the purpose of this study are inessential.
Thus, testimonial literature emerged as a first response to the trauma of the time, several
testimonios were written contemporaneous or in close time proximity to the conflict, and they
were not an endeavor aimed at presenting an aesthetically pleasant text, or in search of a
simplistic process of identification from the readers but, as one of the first efforts to heal through
the expression of an unheard version of the truth. Misha Kokotovic states in his essay “Theory at
the Margins: Latin American Testimonio and Intellectual Authority in the North American
Academy” that testimonios provide two important parts of collective knowledge production
because,
one has to live a reality in order to fully understand it. This does not mean, however, that
an individual’s knowledge is limited to his or her personal experience, for the second
component of the process is collective reflection, through which groups of people
compare their experiences, draw connections between them, and construct a more
complete vision of their society from multiple locations within it…testimonio proposes
new means of arriving at the truth. (57)
Testimonios were a means to fulfill the need to retell the stories from the margins, their
different take on history, and a way in which the surviving could come to terms with the reality
of survival, but also, they provided a way to a collective process of dialogue, and for the

Refer to Elzbieta Sklodowska’s essay “Testimonio Mediatizado: ¿Ventriloquia o Heteroglosia?
(Barnet/Montejo; Burgos/Menchu)” for greater detail about her views on the complexities of testimonio.
27

31

collective to take part in the mourning process. The question was not on how (as in the form) to
represent violence but how (as the impossibility) to represent the violence, due to trauma.
Shoshana Felman in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History,
writes about testimony, that process of bearing witness to a crisis or a trauma, and memory and
expresses how after trauma there is an inability to express, an impossibility of language to
represent the lived experience.
As a relation to events, testimony seems to be compose of bits and pieces of a memory
that has been overwhelmed by occurrences that have not settled into understanding or
remembrance, acts that cannot be constructed as knowledge nor assimilated into full
cognition, events in excess of our frames of reference. What the testimony does not offer
is, however, a completed statement, a totalizable account of those events. In testimony
language is in process and in trial, it does not possess itself as a conclusion. (Felman,
Testimony 5)
Testimonial literature, even though mediated by interlocutors, functions in a similar way
to the testimonial voices to which Felman refers. Her approach to testimony, although more
oriented by its psychological implications, still reveals ethical concerns. Hence, testimonial
literature reveals certain tendencies of the literature that would come after the armed conflicts, a
tendency towards the fragmentary, towards a mise-en-scène that incorporates the acceptance of
language’s shortcomings in representing the unrepresentable. Therefore, in contrast with the
literature prior to the armed conflicts, which tended towards utopias, magical realism, and
aesthetically elaborated narratives,28 the postwar or postconflict Latin American narratives face
silence, fight silence, and are not linear neither in time nor in space. Reality and language find
themselves at an impasse, as not only the frames of references are disarticulated but with them,
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Some books from the Latin-American Boom had a mix of these characteristics. García Márquez One
Hundred Years of Solitude, and Alejo Carpentier’s The Kingdom of this World show the use of magical
realism to approach the concerns of their time while experimenting with language in ways that broke with
the literary tradition of Latin America. A focus on aesthetics and experimentation is also noticeable in
Julio Córtazar’s Hopscotch, among several other works.
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the traditional idea of representation is dismantled. Thus, there is a rupture towards novels and
narratives that move from the testimonial towards historical fictions. Novels that, though based
in the information from the Truth Commission Reports, are characterized as fictional. This
literature still references veridic sources and facts, and includes in its narratives characters who,
by their participation in the events, appeal to a certain degree of trustworthiness. However, they
go beyond the urge to bear witness, that presented truth commission reports’ testimonies and
testimonios as raw material, to develop narratives that further elaborated on issues of aesthetic
and ethical implications that is possible through looking at the traumatic experience after time
has provided the necessary analytical distance.
Gabriel García Márquez published an essay named, “Dos o tres cosas sobre “La novela
de la violencia,” in 1959. He presented the problem of popular pressure on writers to publish
novels of violence, and the lack of quality novels of violence in the Colombia of the time. He
argued that there are several reasons for this deficiency. Bystanders could not produce literary
texts from what they read or heard on the news, and survivors had not yet recovered from the
traumas, or lacked literary experience to transform their experiences into a novel. The issue here
is that, for García Márquez, time and exploration was mandatory. For him, authors who rushed to
write about violence produced novels that fell flat because they did not take time to examine the
events and ask important ethical questions.
Apabullados por el material de que disponía, se los tragó la tierra en la descripción de la
masacre, sin permitirse una pausa que les habría servido para preguntarse si lo más
importante, humana y por tanto literariamente, eran los muertos o los vivos. El
exhaustivo inventario de los decapitados, los castrados, las mujeres violadas, los sexos
esparcidos y las tripas sacadas, y la descripción minuciosa de la crueldad con que se
cometieron esos crímenes, no era probablemente el camino que llevaba a la novela. El
drama era el ambiente de terror que provocaron esos crímenes. La novela no estaba en los
muertos de tripas sacadas, sino en los vivos que debieron sudar hielo en su escondite,
sabiendo que a cada latido del corazón corrían el riesgo de que les sacaran las tripas. Así,
quienes vieron la violencia y tuvieron vida para contarla, no se dieron cuenta en la carrera
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de que la novela no quedaba atrás, en la placita arrasada, sino que la llevaban dentro de
ellos mismos. (García 12)
He presents the examples of Albert Camus’ The Plague (1947), and Ernest Hemingway’s
The Old Man and the Sea (1952), to argue that these two authors spent vast amounts of time to
study and examine the stories about which they wished to write. García Márquez’ essay presents
literature’s need to ask important questions, and thus to delve into the ethical and aesthetical
implications of writing about violence. It also presents a reinsertion of the lettered class, lettered
city, in the production of narratives that dealt with trauma, and in the representations of their
social group within the narrative. Intellectuals began to question their role inside the conflicts,
their participation or lack of participation, and the responsibility of groups that were, somehow,
external to the armed conflicts (typically urban and middle classes).
Furthermore, García Márquez states that, as a result of a deep examination of the raw
material, and an elaboration on the ethical intricacies of violence (in his case), a novel should stir
up emotions in the readers. Therefore, the move towards the literary, in regards to writing about
the armed conflicts and trauma, signified: an elaboration on the ethical aspects of the conflict, an
aesthetic approach to such narratives, the reinsertion of the lettered classes to the focus of
writing, and the possibility of narratives that more effectively generate emotions or empathy in
the readers.
Suzanne Keen, in her book Empathy and the Novel (2007) mentions that, “the perception
of fictionality releases novel-readers from the normal state of alert suspicion of other’s motives
that often acts as a barrier to empathy. This means that the contract of fictionality offers a nostrings-attached opportunity for emotional transactions of great intensity” (168). The issue of
empathy, that Keen brings into the picture is key to my later analysis of trauma and mourning,
and the importance of the female experience within these narratives. But for the moment it is
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significant to notice that fiction can transmit the experiences in a deeper, more emotional manner
than even the truth commission report’s testimonies or testimonial literature might. Keen had
expressed this in her earlier essay “A Theory of Narrative Empathy” (2006), in which she states,
That paratexts cuing readers to understand a work as fictional unleash their emotional
responsiveness, in spite of fiction’s historical mimicry of non-fictional, testimonial forms.
My research suggests that readers’ perception of a text’s fictionality plays a role in
subsequent empathetic response, by releasing readers from the obligations of selfprotection through skepticism and suspicion. Thus, they may respond with greater
empathy to an unreal experience of empathy with possible later real-world
responsiveness to others’ needs. (220)
Empathy is important because it may lead to positive emotions like compassion, but it
does not mean that empathy alone produces either positive emotions or altruistic behaviors.
Martha Nussbaum differentiates between empathy and compassion in her book Upheavals of
Thought. She asserts that compassion implies: “the judgement of size (a serious bad event has
befallen someone); the judgement of nondesert (this person did not bring the suffering on
himself or herself); and the eudaimonistic judgement (this person, or creature, is a significant
element in my scheme of goals and projects, an end whose good is to be promoted)” (321). On
the other hand, empathy is the possibility of an “enactment of the situation of the sufferer but is
always combined with the awareness that one is not oneself the sufferer” (Upheavals 327). This
last judgement, the eudaimonistic judgement, is crucial because it can be mediated. A novel can
produce disdain for a certain group, and thus render their trauma as deserved and of no concern
to the reader. According to Nussbaum, “compassion is an important ingredient of good
citizenship” (Upheavals 425), but it is not the only emotion that can be evoked through literature.
Therefore, emotions are significant as they reflect one’s perceptions of value, and literature is a
way to generate empathy and emotions in the readers, which can lead to humane behaviors.
Nussbaum clarifies the importance of such statement when she explains,
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If emotions are suffused with intelligence and discernment, and if they contain in
themselves an awareness of value or importance, they cannot, for example, easily be
sidelined in accounts of ethical judgment, as so often they have been in the history of
philosophy. Instead of viewing morality as a system of principles to be grasped by the
detached intellect, and emotions as motivations that either support or subvert our choice
to act according to principle, we will have to consider emotions as part and parcel of the
system of ethical reasoning. We cannot plausibly omit them, once we acknowledge that
emotions include in their content judgments that can be true or false, and good or bad
guides to ethical choice. We will have to grapple with the messy material of grief and
love, anger and fear, and the role these tumultuous experiences play in thought about the
good and the just. (Upheavals 1)
Therefore, in this analysis I will focus on postconflict literature that, though bearing clear
resemblance with historical or testimonial data, are works of fiction that provide a way for the
readers to take part in the process of bearing witness and mourning through female experiences
of the conflict. These novels, I argue, are aimed at denouncing the underlying structural
problems that enabled these human rights violations in the first place. They expose the truth
about an overlooked reality revealed in the truth commission report and focus on the value of
experiences, not on historical accuracy. These narratives demand justice, exercise memory, and
are pointed at some form of restitution or suturing of the subject and the collective. In contrast,
there are Central American postconflict narratives that while also based on these tragic historical
events have a tendency towards cynicism and a nihilistic view of post-traumatic times that
proves to be too distressing to cause empathy and too entrenched in trauma to be able to generate
mourning or restitution.29 I will start with a panorama of these books in order to use them as a
point of departure towards my analysis of Claudia Hernández’ novel Roza, tumba, quema.

Refer to Herman Herlinghaus’s book Violence without Guilt: Ethical Narrratives from the Global
South for his approach to violence in Latin American film and narrative.
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1.2. Responses at the Face of Truth and Trauma
Dominick LaCapra analyses the tendencies and responses to trauma in his book Writing
History, Writing Trauma. He proposes that in post-traumatic contexts there is a propensity
towards an “all or nothing” response stating,
one may deny that any problem, particularly any problem of traumatic proportions, ever
really existed – or, if it did, that it remains in any significant way relevant to us now.
Thus one may feel no need to be concerned with such “esoteric” problems as
symptomatic returns, modes of melancholic or compulsively repetitive acting out, or the
possibilities and limits of working through. In line with such dismissals, one may have
the belief that the past may simply be transcended or that it has already been overly
attended to if not worked through. (217)
On one hand, as LaCapra mentions there is propensity to view the traumas of the past as
already overcome, to minimize the events as if they did not occur or did not have any significant
effect on the present. This view is problematic because it quiets the impulses to speak or to work
through the past, it eliminates the possibility of vulnerability and thus the possibility of opening
spaces for a very needed externalization of the traumatic experiences. On the other hand, there is
a response that “may have the nihilating, at times apocalyptic, drive to carry trauma and
destruction to the limit by undermining all attempts at reform or reconstruction as well as efforts
to work through problems, however qualified by the realization that some limit events and their
symptomatic residues may never be entirely overcome” (LaCapra, Writing 218). This tendency,
very much present in literature, particularly focuses on the impossibility of representation, the
impossibility of returning to an original state of being, and thus comes the death of literature and
a propensity to cynical views of the present and future that feed hopelessness, melancholy, and
stagnation.
This leaning is evident in Beatriz Cortéz’ notion of an aesthetics of cynicism within
Central American literature presented in her book Estética del cinismo: pasión y el desencanto
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en la literatura centroamericana de posguerra. She defines it as “una estética marcada por la
pérdida de la fe en los valores morales y en los proyectos sociales de tipo utópico” (31). Her
view of the postconflict narratives is that they display a negative, sarcastic attitude towards
society, product of the disillusionment of exhausted leftist utopias and the state in which these
societies were left after the conflicts.
Consequently, language has been fragmented. It not only lacks the public, foundational
character of the beginnings of the 20th century, it has come to lose its “aura” and its purpose.
“For if literature can no longer be the surrogate redemption that the optimistic, positive ontology
of the boom wished to make of it, it may also be, on the other hand, a little too early to give in to
the apocalyptic, pronounce death sentences over the literary, and start searching for surrogate
objects upon which to apply the same positive optimism” (Avelar 21). Literature takes an antiutopian turn and becomes more than fragmentary, doubtful of its representational capabilities.
Thus, postconflict literature loses its confidence in itself as able to communicate, and is
suspicious of any compensatory, totalizing, or epic narratives.30 And that incredulity of a cultural
totalizing schema or narrative is brought to Central America in a rather harsh manner. Trauma,
pain, and experience can’t be perfectly transcribed, whether they are of a collective or individual
nature, but this premise does not mean that one must succumb to this predicament and respond in
a manner that perpetuates either silence or hopelessness.
In Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Felman mentions the example of Paul Celan, who
wrote in the German language even though this was the language that killed his family. She
mentions that “Celan’s poetic writing therefore struggles with the German to annihilate his own
annihilation in it, to re-appropriate the language which has marked his own exclusion: the poems
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Jean-François Lyotard in his book The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge defines
“postmodern as incredulity toward meta-narratives” (XXIV).
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dislocate the language so as to remold it, to radically shift its semantic and grammatical
assumptions and remake-creatively and critically – a new poetic language entirely Celan’s own”
(27). Evidently, there is a struggle that emerges from the impossibility of representation and the
urgency and necessity of externalizing the trauma in order to work through it and move forward.
At this point, it is important to incorporate the concepts of memory and mourning. Idelber
Avelar in The Untimely Present Postdictatorial Latin American Fiction and the Task of
Mourning expounds on the problem of the relation between past and present and the role that
literature has in this connection. The postconflict official narratives generate a hegemonic
substitutive memory, a passive forgetting and a constant celebration of the present while cutting
itself off from its past. In the post-dictatorial or postconflict life of late capitalism there is a
commodification of time, of the past. Capitalism clings to the idea of the new and the obsolete,
the fashionable and the outdated, with the intention of propagating or creating the need of
replacing what is seen as old. History is itself affected by this phenomenon and everything past
is, in this way, substituted, constantly compensated or sent to oblivion.
This tendency shows a view of the past and its trauma, that by its disconnection or
detachment with the present, it underestimates its significance in the present, which in turn
avoids the urge to revisit the sites of trauma and to generate dialogue about the causes of the
symptomatic repetitive responses that would provide a path towards mourning. In addition,
passive forgetting is an instrument of hegemonic powers and a characteristic of late capitalism,
while active forgetting is generated by mourning. Mourning seeks to overcome trauma through
active forgetting, acceptance of the past and its defeats, and through this acceptance it changes
the present. In history, as in mourning, the past cannot be erased or substituted completely nor
perfectly. In this way, the examples below indicate that Central American literature cannot put
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aside its past, instead through an elaboration, through writing the unofficial versions of history,
and through fiction, it can point us to the past in order to bring it back, to face it, and then to
mourn it.
Horacio Castellanos’ Insensatez (2006) is not only an example of this return to the
wound, as I call it, but it also illustrates the cynical tendencies in some Central American
postconflict novels and the lack of a female experience of trauma. This novel, as the others I will
mention, brings light to the individual and collective traumas that the Truth Commission exposes
which are powerful sources when one wants to delve in the issues of trauma and its affective
reach. Insensatez is a very useful example of the way in which trauma can generate empathy in
the readers, and even personal distress, secondary trauma or vicarious traumatization, but it falls
short to move the reader forward from the melancholic cycle and cynicism to a path towards
hope and restitution. Moreover, it perpetuates the silencing of the female voice, the omission of
the female experience of trauma and of her participation in the conflict while presenting her as a
token, a passive object in the backdrop of history. I argue that while it is crucial to create spaces
for new readings of the conflict, spaces to exercise memory and promote dialogue to deal with
past traumas; it is also important to aim at a process of mourning. In order to do so, it is critical
to look at the truth from the Truth Commission’s final reports, and how the literature that came
after these reports respond to the revelation of these tragic experiences. I argue that literature
needs to go beyond cynicism and despair and seek for glimpses of hope and mourning (not
underestimating the painful and difficult aspects this process requires). Otherwise these literary
endeavors could position the reader in a paternalistic relationship with the victims resulting in
sympathetic feelings of pity, or promote a state of aporia packed with meaninglessness,
hopelessness and melancholy.
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1.3. Trauma – The need to Revisit the Site of Trauma and the Urge to Retell the Story
In Guatemala and El Salvador, the human rights violations, genocides, and atrocities that
were perpetrated during the last decades of the 20th century are in a sense part of the past, but
they continue to appear in these region’s literature. Authors seem to look for a way to express the
suffering and to try to reconcile with the past. This resurfacing of traumatic experiences and
terror in Central American literature brings forth two key aspects of trauma; its repetitive nature,
in other words the tendency of returning to the wound, as well as the urgency and responsibility
to bear witness. Cathy Caruth writes abundantly about the issue of trauma and memory and how
they are expressed in literature and narrative. Trauma presents itself both as the suffering from a
shocking event, and as the reoccurrence of an episode that constantly reappears in an
unconscious manner. In her book Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History Caruth
defines it as “an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the
response to the event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of
hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena” (11). Trauma can be defined both in terms of the
specific types of experiences that cause it, and in terms of the symptomatic responses. Its theory
is often seen as having two trends: one that focuses on trauma as the “shattering of a previously
whole self” yet another focuses “on the survival function of trauma as allowing one to get
through an overwhelming experience through numbing oneself to it” (Caruth, Unclaimed 159).
Caruth mentions “If traumatic experience, as Freud indicates suggestively, is an
experience that is not fully assimilated as it occurs, then these texts, each in its turn, ask what it
means to transmit and to theorize around a crisis that is marked, not by a simple knowledge, but
by the ways it simultaneously defies and demands our witness” (Unclaimed 5). In general terms,
I agree with Caruth in her approach to the symptomatic repetitive appearances of the traumatic
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experience, and the fact that they point to an event that was not taken into cognizance at the time
of occurrence, but I lean more towards Dominick LaCapra’s view of overcoming the traumatic
experience via processes of working through. He states,
These processes of working through, including mourning and modes of critical thought
and practice, involve the possibility of making distinctions or developing articulations
that are recognized as problematic but still function as limits and as possibly desirable
resistances to undecidability, particularly when the latter is tantamount to confusion and
the obliteration or blurring of all distinctions. (Writing History 22)
Let us analyze the need for this return to the wound and the struggle to speak about the
unspeakable within literature. In Horacio Castellanos Moya’s Insensatez, the protagonist, a
cynical writer not only returns to the site of trauma, an unnamed Central American country, but
goes deeper into the testimonies of witnesses and survivors of genocide while working on a
report sponsored by the Catholic Church. He is in charge of editing 1,100 pages that document
the massacres and crimes committed mostly by the army in its effort to dismantle the guerrilla.
The protagonist, who is an exiled Salvadoran, consents to do this job for monetary reasons, but
while engaged in the editing, goes through what Nanci Buiza calls a three phased
metamorphosis31. She asserts that the protagonist is transformed from a racist cynic through
being overcome by the trauma of the survivors. “He begins to experience the last stage of his
metamorphosis in which he becomes a traumatized subject” (152). It is through his return to the
wound that, according to Buiza, the protagonist is able to elaborate and have a better
understanding of the past, “to comprehend and ultimately internalize the trauma of the Maya
indigenous community expressed in the testimonies he reads” (152).

Nanci Buiza wrote an article called “Trauma and the Poetics of Affect in Horacio Castellanos Moya’s
Insensatez” in which she follows the life of the novel’s main character and analyses how his reading of
the testimonies affected him, traumatized him to the point of feeling mentally ill.
31
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There is a return at two levels, on one hand Castellanos returns to the theme of the armed
conflict to base his novel on this event and information, and on the other his character goes to the
site of trauma and it is there that he can take into cognizance the experiences of trauma.
Cathy Caruth analyzes the example used by Freud from Jerusalem Liberated, in which
Tancred accidentally kills his beloved Clorinda and later in a dream slashes his sword against a
tree that holds her soul. It is at this point that he hears a voice coming from the tree, a voice that
lets him know of what has happened. Caruth asserts that “trauma seems to be much more than a
pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche: it is always the story of a wound that cries
out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available”
(Unclaimed 4). The return to the wound, to the ever-present theme of violence and genocide in
Central American literature might illustrate the need to elaborate and re-elaborate on the
traumatic events of the armed conflicts in search of knowledge, and towards an acceptance of a
reality that could then lead either to mourning or melancholy.
Castellanos includes this theme of a return to the site of trauma in several of his books. In
Variaciones sobre el asesinato de Fransisco Olmedo, he brings into play the life of an exiled
man that returns to his country, in order to find out the real story of how his childhood friend
Paco was assassinated. The man goes back to a deteriorated and insecure country, as the story is
set before the peace agreements. He interviews several people and only leaves the country when
he has found a satisfactory version of the truth.
Rodrigo Rey Rosa is another Central American, Guatemalan author that has achieved
widespread and international readership, and he also explores the theme of a return to the site of
trauma. In his book El cojo bueno, Rey Rosa narrates the story of Juan Luis Luna, a young man
that is kidnapped and whose toe and foot are amputated by his kidnappers while asking for
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ransom. He is freed after his wealthy father pays the sum, then he flees the country. Later, in the
story Juan Luis returns to Guatemala and seeks to meet with his kidnappers. He sets a date to
face one of them, meets with him and after asking the kidnapper questions about the event,
leaves the place without taking revenge. It seems that Juan Luis only wanted to know the truth
and face the past in order to move on. In El material humano Rey Rosa also brings the
protagonist to the site of trauma. In this novel, written in the form of a journal of notes, the
protagonist studies the immense and recently discovered archive of Guatemalan National Police
documents and files (Archivo Histórico de la Policía Nacional – AHNP). The novel was based
on a real-life incident occurred in 2005 when an explosion close to a residential zone exposed a
secret storage of millions of documents, files, and identification cards that were filed before the
National Police was removed with the peace accords. These files confirm the arbitrary nature of
the detentions and the surveillance system used to keep the country’s citizens under an
environment of terror. In 2009, the Guatemalan Interior Ministry signed an agreement
“conveying to [the Ministry of] Culture the physical records and the land on which the AHPN
sat” (Doyle).32 In 2011, a report named Del Silencio a la Memoria: Revelaciones del Archivo
Histórico de la Policía Nacional was published in a collective effort between international and
local institutions. Rey Rosa’s protagonist is a writer who obtains a permit to investigate within
the archive with hopes of using the information he finds as inspiration for his future writings. He,
in a manner very similar to the protagonist of Castellanos Moya’s Insensatez, becomes
overwhelmed with the stories of her mother and the stories found in the archive. In the case of El

On May 30th, 2019, Kate Doyle published the post “Imminent Threat to Guatemala’s Historical Archive
of the National Police (AHPN)” on the National Security Archive from George Washington University’s
website. The post is a call for help as the deadline for the agreement that has kept the archive under the
authority of the Ministry of Culture is June 30th. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/news/guatemala/2019-0530/imminent-threat-guatemalas-historical-archive-national-police-ahpn.
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material humano, the character named Rodrigo develops paranoia and is burdened by
nightmares, the end of the novel is inconclusive.
The previous texts, as well as numerous other Central American writings, draw attention
to several different types of traumatic events resulting from the armed conflicts, be it voluntary
or forced exile, massacres, persecution or any other form of human rights violations.33 In
addition, they reveal a deeply ethical question when talking about traumatic events, which is how
not to betray the past. The line that divides fiction and reality becomes very blurry. As Rey Rosa
mentions at the beginning of El material humano, “aunque no lo parezca, aunque no quiera
parecerlo, ésta es una obra de ficción” (9). Even though these texts resemble historical affairs
they do not pretend to substitute them, or as Caruth asserts, “maintain the very specificity of the
event” (Unclaimed 27).34
There the paradox emerges, in that the traumatic events defy the ability of representation
but also demand bearing witness. In Trauma: Explorations in Memory Caruth states, “the final
import of the psychoanalytic and historical analysis of trauma is to suggest that the inherent
departure, within trauma, from the moment of its first occurrence, is also a means of passing out
of the isolation imposed by the event: that the history of a trauma, in its inherent belatedness, can
only take place through the listening of another” (10).

For instance, Claudia Hernández’ short stories “Hechos de un buen ciudadano (parte 1)” and “Hechos
de un ciudadano (parte 2)”, from his book Mediodía de frontera, present an ironic and satirical
perspective on the issues of death and the abundance of cadavers during the Salvadoran armed conflict.
Franz Galich published two novels, Managua Salsa City (¡Devórame otra vez!), and Y te diré quién eres
(Mariposa traicionera) that display the problem of generalized violence that remained after the armed
conflicts. Sergio Ramírez published Adiós muchachos: una memoria de la revolución sandinista. Lastly,
Horacio Castellanos and Rodrigo Rey Rosa have published several other books that deal with the armed
conflict or the violence that remained thereafter.
34
Caruth presents Alan Resnais’ refusal to produce a documentary about Hiroshima as a way to assert
that “it is through the fictional story, not about Hiroshima but taking place at its site, that Resnais and
Duras believe such specificity is conveyed” and that “it explores the possibility of a faithful history in the
very indirectness of this telling” (Unclaimed 27).
33
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One of the female writers of the epoch that embarked in the journey of literature and
trauma was Isabel Garma. She wrote the short story “El pueblo de los seres taciturnos” and
published it in 1987 while exiled in Mexico, as part of her book Cuentos de muerte y
resurrección. Though her narrative is contemporaneous with the conflict it presents in a very
vivid manner the urgency to go back to the places of trauma, and more emphatically in this short
story, the necessity of bearing witness that is experienced by a survivor. In “The town of Silent
People” or “El pueblo de los seres taciturnos” a bus driver picks up a man who tells him that he
needs to travel to a town named Santa María de la Bendición. The driver immediately tells him
that the town he is talking about does not exist anymore; he takes him to the next town and lets
him stay in his house. This mysterious man, comandante Abel, keeps talking about Santa María
de la Bendición and tells the driver the story of how it was destroyed by the army. He tells of the
massacres and horrific things he witnessed while he was having fever, seizures and tremors. The
bus driver has a hard time listening to the stories Abel tells him, but he listens and retells the
stories to his friends at the bar. Later, soldiers find comandante Abel and kill him in the middle
of the plaza. The story ends by saying that “the memories had returned, and there was a witness,
just one, who saw everything through the eyes of the man who had just died” (12). Garma’s story
is short, minimalist, but it sheds light on the intrinsic bond between words, memory and trauma.
The man had the urgency of retelling what he had witnessed; he did not want what he had seen to
die with him.
Laub, discussing the entrapment of traumatic realities and the fatedness of its
reenactments on the victim, states that
To undo this entrapment in a fate that cannot be known, cannot be told, but can only be
repeated, a therapeutic process – a process of constructing a narrative, of reconstructing a
history and essentially, of re-externalizing the event – has to be set in motion. This reexternalization of the event can occur and take effect only when one can articulate and
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transmit the story, literally transfer it to another outside oneself and then take it back
again inside. Telling thus entails a reassertion of the hegemony of reality and a reexternalization of the evil that affected and contaminated the trauma victim.35 (Testimony
69)
Literature, then, can provide a means of resisting oblivion, a way of coming to terms with
the past and working through trauma by externalizing and internalizing narratives that help both
the survivors and the collective to accept the past and start the journey of mourning and
restitution. These narratives can help the collective discover an unknown trauma and thus
participate in the process of mourning by sharing in it with the affected through what LaCapra
calls “empathic unsettlement.”36 Felman states that, “To seek reality is both to set out to explore
the injury inflicted by it – to turn back on, and to try to penetrate, the state of being stricken,
wounded by reality, and to attempt, at the same time, to reemerge from the paralysis of this state,
to engage reality as an advent, a movement, and as a vital, critical necessity of moving on”
(Testimony 28). But moving on in mourning is not the only possible outcome of trauma. Trauma,
and the symptomatic returning to the wound, while necessary in the process of mourning, poses
the risk of pulling subjects into a melancholic behavior or state. If the victims don’t let go, due to
fears of betraying or substituting the lost, and they do not actively forget the past while
recognizing the difference it has made in the present, they may succumb to a cycle of
melancholy.
Another ethical factor is the importance of not equating trauma and history, because even
though most of the people from these countries suffered through violent processes and armed
conflicts, and many experienced traumas in a way, equating history and trauma would erase the

35

Refer to Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History for more on the
process of externalization and internalization that leads to the transferring of the story.
36
In Writing History, Writing Trauma Dominick LaCapra presents the concept of “empathic
unsettlement” as a way of differentiating between the victim, the writer, the reader, etc. Empathic
unsettlement is a way to avoid taking the victim’s place, avoid overidentification.
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differences between perpetrator and victim. In doing so, one would be eliminating the possibility
of agency that moving from victim to survivor and then to social agent would entail. As
Dominick LaCapra points out,
Trauma and its causes may indeed be a prominent feature of history, notably modern
history, which should not be airbrushed or denied. But simply to conflate history with
trauma is to obscure dimensions of history that may help to avert the incidence of trauma
or to mitigate and at least counteract its effects. These dimensions include efforts to
diminish or even eliminate the causes of historical traumas often stemming from extreme
differences of wealth, status, and power that facilitate oppression, abuse and scapegoating
with respect to class, gender, race, or species. (Writing History XI)
This differentiation of trauma is found in Castellanos’ novel Insensatez. The phrase “Yo
no estoy completo de la mente” highlights the demarcation between experiences when the
protagonist states that this very phrase:
también resumía el estado mental de los miles de soldados y paramilitares que habían
destazado con el mayor placer a sus mal llamados compatriotas, aunque debo reconocer
que no es lo mismo estar incompleto de la mente por haber sufrido el descuartizamiento
de los propios hijos que por haber descuartizado hijos ajenos, tal como me dije antes de
llegar a la contundente conclusión de que era la totalidad de los habitantes de ese país la
que no estaba completa de la mente. (14)
“I am not complete in the mind” is a key phrase because it points to the fact that trauma
produces a feeling of incompleteness, a sense of absence, since the victim is not wholly present
at the moment of its occurrence. It is through repetition, returning to the wound, that the victim
can confront the past, accept it, and move on. Official histories and hegemonies generate a
substitutive memory, a passive forgetting and a constant celebration of the present that hinder
any possibility of learning from the past or moving on. On the other hand, literature can open
spaces to challenge official history, to write, read and expose the truths especially if done in a
belated form. These texts may keep the traumatic events from being forgotten by bearing witness
and reifying them in a society that would otherwise neglect their reality. As Idelber Avelar states
about literature,
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An untimely reading of the present will, then, at the same time rescue past defeats out of
oblivion and remain open to a yet unimaginable future. This untimeliness is, today, in
times of defeat, the very essence, the very constitutive quality of the literary. Indeed,
literature seems today, to us as well as to many outside literary circles, an untimely
enterprise. (21)
1.4. Literature that Enacts Processes of “Acting out” or “Working Through”
The armed conflicts and traumas have continued to emerge in the literature of the area,
and, as the trauma theory stated above asserts, this reoccurrence could be both a symptom of the
need of “working through” past ordeals and traumas or the “acting out” of the past that comes
back in its melancholic impulses. The difference in these two concepts, and that between
sympathy, empathy, and personal distress is at the base of what I argue distinguishes a narrative
from being cynical and melancholically driven or driven towards mourning and restitution. Thus,
it is of utmost importance to revisit the past in order to be able to accept it and come to terms
with it. The novels and short stories mentioned above prove that the theme of a return to the site
of trauma has been present in the postconflict literature of the area and that it still appears in
recent literature as well as in many other cultural artifacts: film, photographic expositions,
monuments, museums, and memorials. The question that it raises is whether this literature is
driven towards mourning and restitution or it is an acting out of the melancholic tendencies not
aimed at hope but at cynicism and despair.
First, let us make the distinction between the idea of acting out versus working through.
LaCapra tries to distinguish between these two processes without implying that there is a cleancut separation between them, as “acting out” can be a precursor of “working through” or vice
versa.
In acting out, one relives the past as if one were the other, including oneself as another in
the past – one is fully possessed by the other of the other’s ghost; and in working through,
one tries to acquire some critical distance that allows one to engage in life in the present,
to assume responsibility – but that doesn’t mean that you utterly transcend the past. It
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means that you come to terms with it in a different way related to what you judge to be
desirable possibilities that may now be created, including possibilities that lost out in the
past but may still be recaptured and reactivated, with significant differences, in the
present and the future. (Writing History 148)
There are several dangers that one could encounter when faced with writings that focus
on and embody “acting out.” These writings can blur the lines between the victim and the others.
Emy Koopman talks about this danger in her essay “Reading the Suffering of Others: The
Ethical Possibilities of ‘Empathic Unsettlement.’” She states that “this type of writing that tries
to stay faithful to trauma in its acting out denies the distinction between the actual victim, the one
who writes about the victim, and the one who reads about the victim; thus creating ‘overdentification’ with the victim” (Koopman 236). The focus on the “acting out” of trauma can
hinder the possibility of coming to terms with it; it hinders the likelihood of developing empathy
or an ethical response in the readers because it does not model or embody examples of mourning,
working through, or of the possibility of life after trauma. One example of this literature is found
in Castellanos’ Insensatez.
As it was mentioned before, the novel Insensatez provides a good example of the
postconflict literature that appeared after the publication of the Truth Commission report because
it is clearly based on the data obtained during the commission’s compilation of testimonies, and
it evens alludes to the process of developing the report and transcription of these stories.
Insensatez is a fictional novel based in the realities of the time of the conflict and its aftermath,
which brings back the trauma of the past and opens spaces for dialogue. Hence, this novel not
only provides an example of the reemergence of trauma, but within the novel, the main character
goes to the site of trauma in order to attempt to make sense of all these stories which illustrates
the way trauma operates. Trauma is a shock not understood until one revisits the event and tries
to make sense of it, articulate it and take it in, in order to be able to move on. Nonetheless there
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are two missing pieces to this novel and several other texts that deal with the trauma of the armed
conflicts. On one hand the novel does not embody mourning or working through the traumatic
experiences, but rather it embodies melancholy and a process of personal distress. And on the
other hand, it does not present the female experience of trauma. It leaves women at the margin of
the conflict and its effects. Subsequently, it does not problematize the participation of women in
the conflict, the traumas that they endured, and in this way, it does not expose the underlying
social and political conditions that caused this social group to be one of the most affected by the
conflict.
I will start by analyzing how Insensatez is an example of a novel driven by melancholic
and cynical impulses. Nanci Buiza states that the narrator in the novel goes through a three-stage
process of metamorphosis from being a cynical and egotistical man into a traumatized subject
(164). While I agree that the novel does present the way in which the narrator moves from being
external to the conflict and even cynical about it, to becoming a traumatized subject, I argue that
the novel presents a process that moved from empathy to personal distress, and thus melancholic
tendencies, instead of embodying mourning. The narrator is captivated by the style and content
of the tragic accounts he reads, and this fact does provide information about the affective
dimensions of testimonies and the urgency to bear witness or retell the stories that are part of
traumatic experiences; but the narrator’s empathy is still focused on himself. Suzanne Keen in
her study “A Theory on Narrative Empathy” states,
Empathy, a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect, can be provoked by witnessing
another's emotional state, by hearing about another's condition, or even by reading.
Mirroring what a person might be expected to feel in that condition or context, empathy
is thought to be a precursor to its semantic close relative, sympathy. Personal distress, an
aversive emotional response also characterized by apprehension of another's emotion,
differs from empathy in that it focuses on the self and leads not to sympathy but to
avoidance. The distinction between empathy and personal distress matters because
empathy is associated with the moral emotion sympathy (also called empathic concern)
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and thus with prosocial or altruistic action. Empathy that leads to sympathy is by
definition other-directed, whereas an over-aroused empathic response that creates
personal distress (self-oriented and aversive) causes a turning-away from the provocative
condition of the other. (208)
I argue that the narrator in Insensatez did go through a process of awakening and
empathy, but his tendency towards egotism and cynicism are still present at the end of the novel,
and these tendencies produce in him a self-oriented focus, an overidentification with the victims
that leads to personal distress. In this manner the novel does not present a path towards mourning
that works through trauma, but a path towards personal distress and avoidance. The narrator
leaves the country, and the novel ends with a telegram from a friend that states, “Ayer a
mediodía monseñor presentó el informe en la catedral con bombo y platillo; en la noche lo
asesinaron en la casa parroquial, le destruyeron la cabeza con un ladrillo. Todo el mundo está
cagado. Da gracias a Dios que te fuiste” (155). These sentences exemplify a cynic view of the
world.
1.5. Dangers of Over-identification or Enactments of Personal Distress
The over-identification and personal distress found in Insensatez brings to mind the
importance of a narrative that transmits a resistance to a “full identification with, and
appropriation of, the experience of the other.” Such a narrative, although problematizing the
issues of victims and perpetrators, relays the idea of differentiated loss and responsibility
(LaCapra, Writing 79). In addition, over-identification with the victims might enable both the
silencing of the stories through a sense of commonality ̶ the idea of all people as victims, or the
silencing of the stories through a “facile uplift, harmonization, or closure” (LaCapra, “Trauma”
723). Dominick LaCapra uses the term “empathic unsettlement” to point to the desired empathic
response that takes into account the form in which to ethically address the trauma of others.
Empathic Unsettlement “poses a barrier to closure in discourse and places in jeopardy
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harmonizing or spiritually uplifting accounts of extreme events from which we attempt to derive
reassurance or a benefit” (Writing 41). Therefore, I argue that novels that present melancholic or
cynic narratives, as well as those that present a simplistic account of these very complex
processes, might perpetuate trauma and hinder the process of mourning.
Consequently, the examples presented above suggest that Central American literature has
moved from the realm of foundation of states, to mobilizing the peoples that were left out of the
original political imaginaries, to bear witness of the atrocities that came from the conflicts
resulting from those tensions, and then to express the disillusionment of the leftist ideologies and
retell the stories of the victims. But what comes after the horror is revealed, what comes after the
truth has come out?
The truth commission reports collected vast amounts of testimonies and data that inspired
writers to delve into the stories and write about them. Literature dealing with the conflict or the
aftermath kept emerging, and we were faced with the dilemma of whether or not to revisit the
wounds revealed in the truth commission reports. What approach would render the tensions
between the rational and affective realms as productive forces towards mourning, rather than
paralysis or avoidance caused by distress, paranoia, melancholy and hopelessness?
Certainly, there is a tension between the lack of transmissibility of traumatic experiences
and the urgency to bear witness, as well as a past of unresolved traumas that continually reemerge in the literature of Central America. As the examples discussed indicate it is necessary to
revisit the wounds of the past and to face the traumas that the truth commission reports reveal,
and literature can assist in this process. Felman and Laub state “literature becomes a witness, and
perhaps the only witness, to the crisis within history which precisely cannot be articulated,
witnessed in the given categories of history itself” (Testimony XVIII).
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Literature can provide a path towards mourning because it can help to make the truth
known and exercise memory. It can also model processes of working through past traumas.
Novels that take this path are scarce, especially those that include how the social constructions of
El Salvador’s society played in the gestation of the armed conflict, how the armed conflicts and
the traumas of the time affected women what it meant to be a woman not only during the conflict
but before its emergence and after, during the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration
process (DDR). Many novels of the period fall into the spectacularizing of violence and trauma,
and lack a humanized, participatory, and complex view of women within the conflict. Hence, in
the next chapter I analyze the book Roza, tumba, quema by Claudia Hernández as it provides a
female experience of the conflict and the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration process
(DDR), that fills in certain gaps left by the Truth Commission report and models a process of
working through the past that includes a suturing of both the self and the collective.
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Chapter 2. Roza, tumba, quema: Female Experience of the Conflict, Trauma, and
Mourning
Roza, tumba, quema is a novel written by Salvadoran author Claudia Hernández and
published in 2017. Claudia Hernández has written several short stories and a novella prior to
writing this novel, among them De fronteras, Olvida uno and Causas naturales. Roza, tumba,
quema is divided into forty short, numbered, but untitled, chapters. The main character is an
exguerrillera, a woman combatant who was part of the Frente Farabundo Martí para la
Liberación Nacional (FMLN) during the armed conflict, but the readers don’t have access to her
name or that of the other characters which are mostly female. The readers can only differentiate
between all the characters through a description of their kinship to the main character because
the narrator, who is omniscient, presents them as either the first, second, third, the lost daughter,
her mother, father or brothers. This method of narration results at times in confusion because it is
difficult to keep track of which segment refers to which character. As previously stated, the
narrator, who is omniscient and external to the plot, recounts a mostly chronological story with
several flashbacks or memories. Both internal and external analepses help the reader get a better
understanding of the character’s background and life experiences.
In this chapter I look at the report from the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador –
CVES, named From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year War in El Salvador: Report of the
Commission on the Truth for El Salvador, the social factors that caused the conflict, the truth
about a different reality that was revealed through the testimonies and research, and how
literature responded to this truth in order to aid in the process of remembering and mourning.
Consequently, I look at the novel by Claudia Hernández, Roza, tumba, quema, in order to
analyze how this text provides a humanized female narrative that offers a new and relevant
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reading of the Salvadoran conflict and DDR process. I want to establish the importance of
literature as it challenges the assumed and normalized notion of women as external to armed
conflicts, as having received no consequences from it, and thus left out of the peace and
integration negotiations that came during the peace accords. Lastly, I want to explore the issue of
trauma from a female perspective, using the novel as the framework, and how it transcends the
first generation, evolving, but remaining present in generations to come.
2.1. Historical Background: Salvadoran Armed Conflict and From Madness to Hope
Roza, tumba quema deals with the life experiences and traumas from three viewpoints, three
generations of women whose lives were affected by the Salvadoran armed conflict. These
women all come from one side of the conflict, the side of the rural combatants, or rural guerrilla
participants. Although there are presentations within the novel of violence and other
wrongdoings at the hands of the guerrilla, the main character is a female guerrilla member and
thus most of the experiences relate to this social group. The fact that the main character is a
former guerrilla member could be noted as biased and problematic if one does not have
knowledge about the way the conflict developed in El Salvador. Therefore, let us look at the
report and some of the information it revealed.
The report From Madness to Hope was mandated by the UN in 1992 after twelve years of
an internal armed conflict that had immersed the country in generalized violence ending with the
loss of more than 80 thousand lives,37 among many other losses and difficulties.38 The struggle
was between the Armed Forces (FAES) and the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front
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For more information about the armed conflict and its consequences read the Executive Summary from
“Adding Value: Women’s Contributions to Reintegration and Reconstruction in El Salvador” by Camille
Pampell Conaway and Salomé Martínez from the Women Waging Peace Commission.
https://cdn.atria.nl/epublications/2004/AddingValueWomensContributions.pdf
38
For more information on the mandate of the Comisión de la Verdad para El Salvador (CVES) go to
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/ElSalvador-Report.pdf, page 11 of the report.
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(FMLN), and it ended with the signing of peace at the Chapultepec Peace Accords. This
agreement included the institution of a Truth Commission, the publication of a report, and the
implementation of a process of disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR). It was a
necessary and complex process that would transition the country from an armed conflict to peace
and reparations without overlooking its “devastating consequences, with over 80 thousand dead,
half a million displaced internally, one million in exile, and $1.6 billion in infrastructure
damages” (Conaway and Martínez 2). As it was mentioned in the introduction to this segment, El
Salvador was one of the countries whose people saw in the leftist impulses abroad, like in the
case of the Cuban Revolution, a way of changing the status quo, the political and economic
dominance of the oligarchies. These waves of change were countered by the government of El
Salvador, its armed forces (FAES), and its death squads with force and repression. The Comisión
de la Verdad para El Salvador – CVES “shall have the task of investigating serious acts of
violence that have occurred since 1980 and whose impact on society urgently demands that the
public should know the truth” (CVES 11). The Truth Commission in El Salvador made evident
the extreme importance of the tragedies that occurred and their impact on the Salvadoran society
as they generated a sense of social unrest. However, this report also needed to offer a sense of
hope and a path to transition to national reconciliation (11). In doing so, the CVES had two main
functions: to research the serious acts of violence in order to make the truth known, and to offer
recommendations. It was clear that this committee did not have any judicial powers. The report
states “The commission shall not function in the manner of a judicial body,” which in turn not
only eliminated some anxiety over reprisals but made it possible for the truth to be made known
without delay (13).
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The functions of the Truth Commission report also provided the framework for what is
needed in order to work through a traumatic experience, which is to know the truth and to come
to terms with it in order to move on. Nonetheless, to know the truth is much more complex than
it sounds; when talking about traumatic events, one needs to revisit that trauma and accept it
before it can be internalized and worked through. The second part of reconciliation deals with
justice and hope. The Truth Commission validates the versions of the events, the truths from the
victims that were not heard, and thus were not part of the historical or sociopolitical imaginary,
and it also makes recommendations in order to point its population towards hope, positive
change, memory, and reconciliation. Nevertheless one of the predicaments of this step is that
reconciliation without justice is not possible, and even though the Truth Commission report is
aimed at making the truth known and thus eradicating the systematic cover up of events, there is
still a need of eliminating impunity in order to restore the faith of the Salvadoran population in
its government and institutions.
From Madness to Hope was not received without quandaries. Human rights organizations
locally and abroad received it well for the most part, but there were some points that could have
been reported more fully, such as the involvement of death squads. Also lacking was reporting
on the oppressive and discriminatory gender practices that were present in the Salvadoran society
prior to the conflict and would influence the design of women’s reintegration programs after the
conflict if they are not otherwise contested. Missing too was information about the use of
generalized violence against women, and sexual violence, among other factors. On the other
hand, the government was going to make evident their displeasure with the publication of lists
with over forty names from senior members of its military and judiciary that had a role in the
atrocities. The defense minister, whose name was included in the report, “blasted the report as
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‘unfair, incomplete, illegal, unethical, biased, and insolent’ and complained that ‘the commission
does not recognize in its report the nature and origins of the communist attack on El Salvador’”
(Hayner 40). This was not the only negative reception the report was to face. According to
Hayner, the president at the time, Alfredo Cristiani, told the press that “the report failed to meet
Salvadoran’s people’s ‘yearning’ for national reconciliation, ‘which is to forgive and forget this
painful past’” (40). This statement lends confirmation to the notion that the official versions of
history usually tend to oppressively manipulate its population towards a passive forgetting, a
process in which the past is sent to oblivion without working through the trauma without
mourning. This act of forgetting, characteristic of victors in history, is unhealthy when imposed
on the victims, when the act of forgetting is not active and voluntary. Idelber Avelar questions,
How should one advance the accomplishment of mourning work, the restitution of the
ego to its ever precarious, but nevertheless indispensable state of negotiated equilibrium,
when one is prey not to depressive mourning (the refusal to heal and forget), but rather to
triumphant mourning (the illusion that one has healed and forgotten, maintained through
a loud, festive rhetoric that keeps loss from manifesting itself at the conscious level)?
(137)
The reporting of the truth is thus a much-needed enterprise because it responds to the
norm of oppressive forgetting and silencing. It not only provides a path towards justice and
reparations but is also a well of information for the developing of cultural products that can help
exercise memory and mourning.
It is true that the Truth Commission has its shortcomings; it would be naïve to argue
otherwise, but it is important to note that its efforts are of significance and a big step towards
mourning and reconciliation. Priscilla B. Hayner mentions these features in her book
Unspeakable Truths,
Yet despite the more limited legal powers of truth commissions, their broader mandate to
focus on a pattern of events, including the causes and consequences of the political
violence, allows them to go much further in their investigations and conclusions than is
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generally possible in any trial of individual perpetrators. Indeed, the breadth and
flexibility of a truth commission are its strength. For example, truth commissions are
usually able to outline the full responsibility of the state including not only the military
and the police, but sometimes also the judiciary itself. Truth commission’s victimcentered approach of collecting thousands of testimonies and publishing the results of
their findings in a public and officially sanctioned report represents for many victims the
first sign of acknowledgement by any state body that their claims are credible and that the
atrocities were wrong. (16)
The openness and breadth of the Truth Commission reports have also provided the
grounds for the prosecution of perpetrators. It is a step towards accountability that in several
instances has progressed to legal actions in hopes of achieving justice. The path towards truth,
justice, and reparations has not been uncomplicated, as El Salvador’s political structures have
perpetuated a state of impunity and corruption. One example is the case of the massacre of El
Mozote, which is maybe the worst of the over 200 massacres that took place during the armed
conflict. This tragic event occurred on December 11th, 1981 and was perpetrated by the Atlacatl
Battalion (a military unit trained and armed by the U.S.) and units from the Third Infantry
Brigade and the San Francisco Gotera Commando Training Centre. This massacre, part of
“Operación Rescate,”, was an operation aimed at “cutting the guerilla’s lifeline.” These
operations were common during the armed conflict and resulted in indiscriminate killings of
civilians. In this case almost the whole population from El Mozote was tortured and killed. The
Truth Commission report states that “‘approximately 85 per cent of the 117 victims were
children under 12 years of age’… In the laboratory, the skeletal remains of 143 bodies were
identified, including 131 children under the age of 12, 5 adolescents and 7 adults. The experts
noted, in addition, that ‘the average age of the children was approximately 6 years”’ (109). There
are other accounts that state that the number of deaths is over 1000 victims.39
39

For more reference on El Mozote refer to the information page from Cristosal, an organization
dedicated to the promotion and advancement of human rights in Central America. There is information

60

El Mozote is just one example of the massacres and horrific crimes that, even if it was
made public, remain unpunished to this day. This massacre was brought to light both in El
Salvador and abroad when reports done in The Washington Post and The New York Times were
published in 1982. These reports brought the weight of international human rights organizations
who denounced the acts and demanded answers, but the Salvadoran government denied the
massacre, did not pursue any investigations, nor provided information about the military
personnel that participated in the killings (108).
Moreover, in 1993 just five days after the publication of the Truth Commission report an
amendment to the 1992 amnesty law was passed and the perpetrators were protected against
being prosecuted for the crimes they committed during the armed conflict. In 2011 the
government of El Salvador apologized for the massacre and asked for forgiveness, but it did not
prosecute the perpetrators. In 2012, the Inter-American Court determined that El Salvador was
guilty of committing the Mozote massacre. It found El Salvador guilty of covering it up and
failing to investigate it after the conflict had ended. The verdict stated that the Salvadoran
government should re-open the case, punish the perpetrators, and compensate the families of the
victims (Ellingwood). More recently in 2016 the Salvadoran Supreme Court struck down the
amnesty law opening the way for the investigation and prosecution of the people responsible of
these crimes. The court “suggested that prosecutors begin with about 30 cases highlighted by a
U.N. Truth Commission in March 1993” (Maslin).

about the current stat of the Mozote trial and other relevant information, https://www.cristosal.org/elmozote#learn-more. The report from the Human Rights Watch states that 978 civilians died, 553 of them
were children, and that the army also committed mass rapes. This information can be found on the El
Salvador chapter from their website, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/elsalvador.
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Finally, the massacre of El Mozote, one of such cases, was to be put on trial, but over two
years have passed and no verdict has been reached. Furthermore, in the year 2019 an Ad-Hoc
Commission is proposing a law called the “National Reconciliation Bill” which
proposes that the prison sentence imposed in crimes against humanity and war crimes,
under criminal proceedings conducted after the entry into force of this Act and before that
entry into force, “shall be replaced by the penalty of work for the public good […] whose
minimum limit shall be three years and the maximum limit shall be ten years, depending
on the seriousness of the act committed.” (Rivero)
This move captured the attention of international and local human rights organizations
that called the State of El Salvador to refrain from enacting this National Reconciliation Bill as it
will not only undermine the efforts towards justice and reparations, but also promote impunity
for the serious crimes that were committed. Commissioner Margaret May Macaulay stated that
“Only through regulations that allow adequate investigation, trial and punishment of those
responsible for serious human rights violations is it possible to move towards non-repetition,
knowledge of the truth and reconciliation of the people” (Rivero). Therefore, the accounts
included in the Truth Commission reports can provide useful information for the prosecution of
crimes against humanity and war crimes.
In El Salvador, the report also revealed each party’s responsibilities with respect to
human rights violations and crimes. Similar to the rest of the Central American armed conflicts,
in El Salvador most of the crimes were committed by the State. From Madness to Hope included
the testimonies of more than 22,000 people that recounted serious acts of violence. “Those
giving testimony attributed almost 85 percent of cases to agents of the State, paramilitary groups
allied to them, and the death squads” (36). It mentions that only 5 percent of the acts of violence
were attributed to the FMLN; thus in total it can be said that the Truth Commission estimated
that 95 percent of the abuses were committed by the government, armed forces or groups
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affiliated with the State.40 The patterns of violence also differed. In the case of the crimes by
agents of the State, the report states that crimes were due to the belief that any political opponent
was to be eliminated. The crimes were mostly “extrajudicial executions, enforced disappearances
and murders of political opponents” (From Madness 36).
Nevertheless, these crimes were not only suffered by those who were openly subversive
to the government.
Any organization in a position to promote opposing ideas that questioned official policy
was automatically labelled as working for the guerrillas. To belong to such an
organization meant being branded a subversive. Counter-insurgency policy found its
most extreme expression in a general practice of "cutting the guerrillas' lifeline.” The
inhabitants of areas where the guerrillas were active were automatically suspected of
belonging to the guerrilla movement or collaborating with it and thus ran the risk of being
eliminated. El Mozote is a deplorable example of this practice, which persisted for some
years. In the early years of the decade, the violence in rural areas was indiscriminate in
the extreme. (36)
This method of “cutting the guerrillas’ lifeline,” the indiscriminate killings and massacres
of complete towns, was not a system limited to El Salvador. It was also reported in the
testimonies of Guatemala, one of them was named Operation Sofia, or many other cases of
“scorched earth” operations. In contrast, the crimes of the FMLN were extrajudicial executions,
enforced disappearances and forcible recruitment (37).
Therefore, even though both parties were participants in the conflict and share the
responsibility, it would be unwise to equate the amounts and types of human rights violations of
both parties. This fact makes understandable Claudia Hernández’ choice of voicing the story of a
woman guerrilla combatant and her family, because through her story the readers can see how
the conflict unraveled in the rural areas, which were the most affected, as well as the manner in
which whole towns were displaced, forced to leave or join a side, or tortured and killed. Her
For more information about the Salvadoran Truth Commission and report refer to Priscilla Hayner’s
book Unspeakable Truths: Confronting State Terror and Atrocities, p. 39.
40
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book also incorporates instances of human rights violations at the hands of the guerillas and
several events that include information of the times that came right after the signing of the peace
agreements.
As most Truth Commission reports do, From Madness to Hope ends with
recommendations. Most of the recommendations are aimed at justice, reparations, and
accountability, while some are focused on exercising memory and the dissemination of a truth
about the realities of the armed conflict. This truth was made public, the recommendations were
stated, and the question now turned to what comes after the truth is revealed, what should be
done about the horrific tragedies that were committed. Justice is one of the expected responses
after the truth is brought to light, but as it was mentioned above, the report can only reveal the
crimes and responsible parties and give recommendations because it is not a judicial body. In
addition, memory is necessary. It is a remembrance of the victims and the events that not only
reifies the stories of the victims but also can stop us from repeating these tragic events. In this
respect, the Truth Commission recommended “the construction of a national monument in El
Salvador bearing the names of all the victims of the conflict” (176). By December 2003 a 10foot-high monument was unveiled.
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Figure 1. The Memory and Truth Monument (El monumento a la memoria y la verdad)
commemorating the victims of Salvador's armed conflict. Source:
https://nacla.org/news/2016/07/20/amnesty-no-more.
The Salvadoran government did not plan to construct such a monument, but a committee
of civilians was formed which pursued the construction of a national monument that would be
called “Monumento a la memoria y la verdad”, Monument to memory and truth. The wall, which
resembles the Vietnam wall in Washington DC, was erected in San Salvador’s central Parque
Cuscatlán and initially included over 24,000 names.
The commemoration site consists of an 85-meter black granite wall etched with the
names of more than 24,000 civilian victims. Another portion of the monument contains
colorful stucco reliefs, depicting symbols of past social struggles and violence, such as
the assassination of Archbishop Romero. Since its construction, the monument has been
recognized as a space for hope—and a place for continuing to envision and a more just,
humane, and equitable society. In the absence of state recognition of past atrocities, civil
society has had to rely on its own resources to recapture the memories and to publicly
recognize the war’s many civilian victims. (DeLugan)
A second phase was inaugurated in 2005 that included over three thousand more names.
Now, the monument includes about thirty thousand names from victims and over two hundred
names of the massacres that were committed during the armed conflict. However, the list is still
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growing and remains incomplete as it is calculated that the Salvadoran armed conflict ended with
over 75 000 deaths.

Figure 2. The Memory and Truth Monument (El Monumento a la memoria y la verdad)
commemorating the victims of El Salvador's armed conflict. Taken from
http://world.lisagermany.com/san-salvador-el-rosario/san-salvador-2-2/
Other monuments were erected in order to provide spaces for closure, mourning and
remembrance, as well as to insert these events in the national narrative and dialogue. Many of the
families of civilians that were killed did not have the opportunity of burying a body; for them the
inscription of a name in the monument is the closest they have to a burial site where they can
come and remember the loved ones that are gone. Cipriana Rivera, an elderly woman who lost
her husband during the conflict, commented about the engravings of the names, “These are
stories…They are stories that happened” (Ellingwood). The names inscribed in the monuments
give the visitors, from El Salvador and abroad, an idea of the enormity of the trauma and tragedy
that this conflict encompasses. Each name is a story, a story that cries out to be told and to be
remembered. The victims’ relatives can retell their stories to their families, but it is also
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necessary for the Salvadoran society to have other texts that bear witness to current and future
generations.
However, these texts should incorporate a female perspective of the conflict and the
traumas it generated, otherwise the national imaginary of the past will be incomplete. It will
perpetuate the conditions in which women have been discriminated against, their voices silenced,
and their experiences unheard. Yajaira Padilla has participated in this endeavor by examining the
issue of female agency during and after the Salvadoran conflict in her book Changing Women,
Changing Nation: Female Agency, Nationhood, and Identity in Trans-Salvadoran Narratives.
She revisits and examines the roles of campesinas, mothers, and militants as represented in
Salvadoran and U.S. Salvadoran literature, and women as an allegory for the nation that goes
beyond national borders. The current study joins the discussion and questions how can the past
be mourned if we don’t openly examine women’s experiences of the conflict? How can El
Salvador reintegrate and reconstruct the country without perpetuating the same conditions prior
to the conflict, if it does not consider this sector of society? The inclusion of female narratives,
about their experiences of the armed conflict and its consequences, makes visible women’s
participation in the Salvadoran armed conflict, thus grants them as eligible recipients of
reparations, be it monetary, land, or training, and deems them agents within the political and
social arena. This political and social representation is key when developing reparation programs
or when designing the process of DDR because if women’s views are not included, these
programs could aim at reintegrating women into the same structures and social norms they
fought against. The International Center for Transitional Justice published a handbook named
“Truth Commissions and Gender: Principles, Policies, and Procedures” and states that it is
…particularly concerned with how gender shapes the ways in which individuals and
groups experience human rights abuse, as well as paths for accountability in addressing
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those legacies. Patterns of abuse reach forward to shape future paths for justice and
human rights; thus, addressing past injustices is critical to shaping the terrain for current
and future struggles for justice. However, gender is often neglected in commission
processes. (Nesiah et al 1)
This handbook includes information on how several truth commissions have engaged the
issue of gender and the lessons learned from them. It emphasizes the need for a shift not only in
the organizational structure of the Truth Commission but also in the inclusion in the reporting of
the female experience of the conflict. It states that “Women's experience of political violence is
often neglected in transitional justice approaches. Far too often, truth commission mandates,
judicial opinions, and policy proposals for reparations and reform have been written, interpreted,
and implemented with little regard for the distinct and complex injuries women have suffered”
(Nesiah et al 2).
Therefore, a novel like Roza, tumba, quema and its focus on the female experience of the
conflict is noteworthy. It elaborates on a past that has left an indelible mark on the history of El
Salvador. While not focusing on the violence of the era, it presents several main aspects that
have been historically overlooked, fills in gaps left by the Truth Commission report, and
provides an example of mourning through a story of working through loss.
2.2. Female Experience of the Conflict: A Look at the Past
Roza, tumba, quema takes its name from the ancient agricultural practice of shifting
cultivation or slash-and-burn agriculture. In this method of agriculture, the farmer plants a field
with food crops for a few years, then burns that field and leaves it fallow to regrow. Farmers then
move their crops to a different field in order to start the rotation, and after a few years they return
to the first field which has recovered. The title of the novel alludes to the different stages in a
woman’s life that have her move forward, leave parts of her behind, but finally return to where it
all started.
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The narrative starts by introducing the main character’s upcoming trip to Paris to visit her
lost daughter and all the financial difficulties that this trip entails for her family. The narrator
tells of a benefactor, a woman that offers to pay her trip expenses among other favors. This
benefactor is linked to the Catholic organization that found her lost daughter’s location and
arranged her calls and future visit. From this situation, the narrator clarifies the reason for the
trip. The main character’s first daughter had been sold, as a baby, and taken to France. This
clarification leads the reader to her story, starting when she was nine years old. Her recollections
from childhood include several moves to different towns, trainings by her father and catechists
about how to survive outdoors, and teachings about the paths of the mountain and what to do if
captured. All these trainings she does without really understanding why, until the day of
invasion. The men of the family were gone, and she tells of hearing women and children trying
to run for their lives. “Los ruidos y gritos que salían del lugar eran de una estampida de solo
niños y de mujeres, y de los helicópteros que los seguían y ametrallaban” (Hernández 21). She is
able to escape with a few of her siblings, leaving behind her mother. Later, she takes her siblings
to her mother and leaves for the mountain. This is the beginning of her life as a FMLN
combatant.
The significance of women during the conflict went beyond their participation as
combatants. As was the case with the main character’s mother, many women remained in their
towns to take care of the children, while men would go to the mountains to plan their attacks or
hide from the army. Camille Conaway and Salome Martinez refer to this social dynamic, in
which women took upon themselves the survival of their families, in their essay “Adding Value:
Women’s Contributions to Reintegration and Reconstruction in El Salvador.” They state, “As
activists fled their homes in fear, joined the armed opposition, or fell victim to the FAES’s

69

mandatory recruitment, women bore much of the burden of ensuring their families’ survival.
According to a 1978 UN study, almost 40 percent of the households in San Salvador’s poorest
neighborhoods were headed by women” (Conaway and Martinez 2). They kept the rural society
of El Salvador afloat and thus had roles in leadership, worked the land, and participated in many
other areas that were thought of as masculine. The instances of women heading households are
not limited to these circumstances. The novel shows a pattern of female-headed households that
represents a reality in El Salvador, not limited to the times during or immediately after the
conflict but that has been a phenomenon until the present day mostly due to male parental
abandonment. 41 This tendency was certainly intensified by the death of thousands of men and by
the end of the war “women headed 29 percent of households” (Conaway and Martínez 4). As
Padilla states,
Because the majority of the individuals targeted by government forces were men, women
had to occupy the leadership positions in community organizations that their husbands
had left vacant while also adopting new roles as the sole providers and protectors of their
families. Rural women soon found themselves not only fighting for their lives but also in
the midst of a significant transformation concerning what had been, up to that time, their
limited public agency and their perceived domestic roles. (16)
Within the novel this phenomenon is depicted in the three generations of women it
presents. The main character’s mother is left to care for the children and the house during the
conflict and remains head of her household afterwards because her husband is killed by a mine
bomb. In the case of the main character, she was married to a combatant when the conflict ended
but he is killed in a drunken fight. She has her youngest daughter with another man who later
abandons her and leaves the country. Her daughter would also become a female head of

According to a report by the Pan-American Health Organization by the year 2015 “36.3% of the
population aged 0 to 17 years lived without one or both parents; 15.8% of these cases was due to parental
abandonment (76.1% by the father, 8.1% by the mother, and 15.8% by both).” Parental abandonment is
still an issue in El Salvador. For more information refer to https://www.paho.org/salud-en-las-americas2017 section on El Salvador.
41
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household after deciding to leave her boyfriend towards the end of the book. The cycle of female
heads of household becomes problematic when a society does not have systems in place to
support such structures and when these women’s public agency or leadership roles are
disregarded after the peace agreements.
After the armed conflict ended, the state implemented a land redistribution program, or
“Programa de Transferencia de Tierras” (PTT), in which a predetermined plot of land would be
given to each affected person, non-combatants, ex-combatants, and ex-military personnel.
Women experienced discrimination when leaders would assign “land under the husband’s name,
and additional criteria that discriminated primarily against women were added for land
entitlement, such as literacy and specific documentation” (Conaway and Martínez 4). The main
character describes these incongruities in her story:
A la hora de la distribución a ella le negaron su porción justo por estar casada con él. Le
dijeron que daban un terreno por grupo familiar, no por persona, y que debía conformarse
con lo que le daban a su esposo, que no fuera ambiciosa, que no era buen ejemplo,
incluso cuando ya había terminado la guerra. Tampoco iban a darle nada por su papá o su
hermano. No podía pretender reclamar algo que no le correspondía, ni siquiera cuando
dijo que era para su mamá y que sentía que merecía recibir aquello por lo que ellos
habían peleado. (Hernández 80)
Thus, it is inconsistent to think that several of the women survivors could not request land
reparations because the rule was to award land only to the husband, if they were married.
Moreover, women and children that remained in their homes were indiscriminately killed during
military operations aimed at cutting off the guerrillas’ lifelines. Some of the women, as is the
case with the main character’s mother, were not included in FMLN training and were not
informed of the guerrilla’s plans so that in case they were captured they would not be able to
share information with government soldiers. The traumas they faced are unimaginable and
Claudia Hernández’ novel approaches this aspect with sensibility. There are few scenes of
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graphic violence within the narration, and its approach to tragedy avoids attempting a totalizing
story. At the same time, she evades spectacularizing violence and trauma and succumbing to the
cynical tendencies already present in some of the postconflict literature of Central America.
Similarly, the main character presents readers with a rich, complex view of trauma, one
which includes the act of bearing witness and the process of mourning. After the army’s
invasion, she joins the guerrilla camp because of the strong connection she has with her father. In
general, there were several possible motivations for women and girls to join the insurgent armed
forces. Karen Kampwirth, in her book Women and Guerrilla Movements: Nicaragua, El
Salvador, Chiapas, Cuba, examines the factors and motivations that resulted in the increased
recruitment and participation of women in insurrectionary movements and also the ways in
which their experience differed from that of their male counterparts during and after the end of
the armed conflicts. Her findings consider the influence of liberation theology, mass mobilization
strategies, feminism, and the “personal dimension.”42
Women served the FMLN as combatants, colaboradoras (collaborators), and tenedoras.
They joined the revolutionary movement as political solutions were systematically
rejected, in response to religious convictions, because of family ties, and as an organized
response to severe state-led repression. At the height of the war in the 1980s, women
combatants constituted nearly 30 percent of the FMLN fighting forces and 40 percent of
tenedores. (Conaway and Martínez 2)
The term tenedoras refers to the non-combatant civilians who supported the FMLN
party, the other terms are self-explanatory. From the beginning of her story, the main character
establishes that her father is an important figure in her life and seems to resent her mother for not
being quite as caring. She misses him when he is at the FMLN camps, so she uses her training to
track him down and visits him frequently. When the invasion happens, she flees with her aunt
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Women and Guerrilla Movements: Nicaragua, El Salvador, Chiapas, Cuba by Karen Kampwirth
contains information on women’s recruitment and increased participation in guerrilla movements.
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and cousins, is threatened with death and rape by the soldiers, but was left free when the soldiers
found out about the location of a FMLN camp.
Her traumatic experiences during the conflict are significant because they point to three
main areas that historically have been overlooked during the compilation of testimonies and tend
not to be included in the descriptions of human rights violations. These forms of violence did not
occupy a central space in the Truth Commission report and thus remain either invisible or
unpunished. These three areas are forced displacement, sexual abuse, and forced disappearance
of children, or forced separations of families.
2.3. Forced Displacement
Forced displacement was not an issue normally discussed during any deliberation on
human rights until about twenty years ago.43 At the time, this issue started to be considered in
response to mass movements of populations across national borders and it eventually took on the
form of policies for refugee asylum.
Refugee issues rarely appeared in human rights deliberations of the UN political or expert
bodies, although the human rights violations that caused the refugees to flee their
countries sometimes did. Forced displacement as such, however, was not debated as a
human rights problem, and expert bodies rarely explored the linkages between causes,
symptoms, and solutions. Additionally, issues surrounding forced movements of persons,
in particular those occurring inside a country, rarely surfaced during these talks.
(Stavropoulou 1)
Internal population displacements had its own category as affected persons were not
leaving their country and consequently were not considered refugees. From Madness to Hope
incorporated this phenomenon in its reporting, starting in 1981. The report stated that “counterinsurgency military operations affected the non-combatant civilian population, causing a high
death toll and the emergence of a new phenomenon - displaced persons” (22), and by August of
Refer to Maria Stavropoulou’s article “Displacement and Human Rights: Reflections on UN Practice”
on Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 20 no. 3, 1998, pp. 515-554.
43
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1983 the number of displaced persons had “climbed to 400,000; this, added to the approximately
500,000 Salvadorians which UNHCR estimated to be in the United States and the 200,000 in
Mexico and Central America, represented 20 percent of the country's total population” (26).
The main character, her mother, and most of her family experience the need to flee from
home when the counterinsurgency military attacks them. Their uprooting was total because many
of these families would return only to find their possessions burned as was the case with the
main character: “Les dijeron que querían que se fueran de ahí y que no regresaran. Las madres
preguntaron que para dónde se irían, si ahí estaban sus casas. No tenían otro lugar. Tampoco
tendrían ése porque, unos minutos después, los soldados lo quemaron todo” (Hernández 27). She
returns to her town only to find the ashes of what used to be. Her itinerance has started and
would only finish when the conflict ended, and they receive a house from the government. This
plot of land will become her anchor because she wants her daughters to have a place to come
back to.
2.4. Sexual Violence
The novel also makes evident another aspect that has been recently added to the list of
human rights violations, the issue of sexual violence and its effects. In the section on Perú I will
delve deeper into the issue of sexual violence with regard to armed conflict and human rights,
but it is important to mention that even though sexual violence is not a new form of abuse it was
until “the early 1990s that the international community finally recognized that human rights
violations committed against women during armed conflict, including sexual violence, violate
fundamental principles of international human rights and humanitarian law” (Women 2000 3).
In the case of El Salvador, even though it is evident that sexual violence was perpetrated
by the army and other armed forces, the structure of the report From Madness to Hope makes it
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difficult to quantify such violence or determine if it was a widespread practice. Dara Kay Cohen
attributes this lack of information to the fact that this report was one of the first of its type, and
“the detailed statistical appendices that have become commonly available in more recent TRC
archives were not created in this case” (175).
In addition, it is known that sexual violence is generally underreported, and particularly
in El Salvador, a conservative, rural, religious country rape and other forms of sexual violence
are not openly discussed. Women may be ostracized or even blamed for violence they receive. In
the Salvadoran armed conflict “nearly all of the rape reported during the war in El Salvador was
perpetrated by the Armed Forces” (Cohen 178). Commonly rape was used by the military to
“torture…political detainees, used to gather intelligence on the guerrillas; and the rape of rural
women prior to massacres, committed as part of the scorched earth campaigns or to compel
cooperation with the state” (Cohen 178). Rocío Silva Santisteban mentions in her book El factor
asco the idea of symbolic trashing of the subject. She states that “debemos entender el proceso
de basurización simbólica como una forma de deshumanizar al cuerpo del sujeto para que sea
subsumido dentro de una lógica residual que asegure su instrumentalización” (82). She is
referring to the processes of dehumanization that occurred in the Peruvian armed conflict, but the
concept is very much applicable to El Salvador.44 The objectification of women, and children,
renders them part of the landscape and thus something more to destroy during scorched earth
operations. This is not to say that men were not objectified or killed, but the reports have found
these instances were less frequent.
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Judith Butler addresses the issue of dehumanization and violence in her book Precarious Life: The
Powers of Mourning and Violence. The complexities of these concepts are found on chapter 2, “Violence,
Mourning and Politics.”
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Their bodies were perceived simply as physical matter, they had been dehumanized. Even
if Hernández’ main character is not raped, she is threatened with rape when the army captures
her, her aunt and her cousins.
A ella le dijo que la iba a violar porque ya estaba bonita, como si se tratara de una fruta.
Se imaginaba que era algo feo y tenso porque la tía, en las jornadas de preparación, le
había advertido que la podían amenazar con eso para sacarle alguna información. La
había instruido para que nunca dijera nada, ni un nombre ni una ubicación de nada de lo
que le preguntaran incluso si llegaban a hacerlo. Lo único que debía hacer era llorar más
fuerte que nunca y pedir por favor que pararan. Caso contrario, esos hombres podían
pensar que a ella le gustaba que se lo hicieran y que disfrutaba de estar con ellos.
(Hérnandez 24)
The threat of sexual abuse was a constant during the armed conflict, and it did not only
come from the army. The main character knows that rape is usually perpetrated by the military.
“En su mente, los que violaban eran los soldados. Todas las historias de abusos que había
escuchado eran protagonizadas por ellos” (Hérnandez 29). But when she is fourteen, on her way
back from bringing water, she is warned by a neighbor about three men. These three FMLN
deserters have raped many of the girls, women, and elderly from the town. “Se llevaban a las
muchachas tres o cinco días a los montes. Luego, las regresaban y se llevaban otras. A las
mujeres mayores las violaban en sus propias casas y luego las ponían a hacerles la comida
mientras violaban a sus niñas pequeñas. Más tarde se supo que uno solo de ellos violaba también
ancianas” (Hernández 30).
These three men come to take her, saying that her father is ill. She refuses because she
knows the truth, she has seen her father recently during one of her visits. She recognized one of
the men from the FMLN camp. This man is obsessed with her and determined to take her by
force. The men threaten her with guns, but she refuses to comply. Her mother offers to take her
place, and the soldiers extend the gun towards her because they know she would not know how
to use it. The main character says, “Has violado a todas, le dijo. Yo no te debo nada para que
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quieras hacerme daño a mí también. Se portaba, en ese momento, como le habían dicho que
debía hacer con los perros: no demostraba el miedo, aunque lo sentía hasta en los dedos”
(Hernández 33). They leave them unharmed but beat up her uncles and move on to avoid being
caught by either the army or the FMLN. Her resistance is never forgiven by her grandmother or
uncles, who never help her family anymore. The men leave but promise to come back.
Overcome with fear, she cries until her father comes to take her to the FMLN camp. The plan is
that she will stay with him in the camps until the deserters are found and killed. “Justo a los
quince días, le informaron que los tres hombres estaban muertos ya gracias a las coordenadas que
había proporcionado” (Hernández 35).
Sexual violence is not as visible due, among other reasons, to feelings of guilt or fear of
being ostracized. In the case of the main character, her own family casts her off because of her
resistance to sexual violence. They, as bystanders, do not attempt to help her but when it is their
bodies that are being beaten, their first impulse is to blame and chastise her. These
inconsistencies are common in patriarchal societies, in which if the woman is raped, she is
blamed, but if she resists, she is still blamed for any repercussions her decisions may have on the
rest of the community. Diken and Lausten present this idea of abjection in their work “Becoming
Abject Rape as a Weapon of War.” They state that “abjection has a communal aspect as well: the
victim is excluded by neighbors and by family members. Hence the rape victim suffers twice:
first by being raped and second by being condemned by a patriarchal community” (113).
Rape has very direct physical, social, economic, and many other types of consequences,
but the trauma caused by rape is probably “worse than bodily harm” (Diken and Lausten 113). I
will not expand on the issue of trauma of rape here as the narrative in Roza, tumba, quema
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briefly touches on the topic. I will refer to it more in more depth in chapter 4 which deals with
the Peruvian novel La sangre de la aurora.
Therefore, even if the main character is not a victim of rape, she is affected by the sexual
violence that motivates her displacement and isolation. This leads the narrative to another form
of violence faced by the main character. This human rights violation is usually obviated by truth
Commission reports and deals with the loss of family members, not only to death, but also to
forced separations.
2.5. Forced Disappearance: Forced Separation of Families
The main character becomes pregnant from a relationship she has with a FMLN man, ten
years her senior when she is just fourteen years old. It was a common practice for the FMLN to
have sexual relations with women combatants and guerrillas would often obtain birth control
pills or contraceptives to avoid pregnancies,45 but when pregnancies happened, on several
occasions the babies would be separated from their mothers and lose their connection with their
biological families. The FMLN would take these children to safehouses and would tell their
mothers that once the conflict was over, they would be able to be reunited with their children.
“Existen casos en los que el FMLN obligó a algunos de sus miembros a dejar a sus hijos e hijas
en “casas de seguridad” para que sirvieran como pantalla de las actividades clandestinas” (Probúsqueda). The FMLN were not the only entity that took part in the disappearance of children
during the Salvadoran armed conflict. The FAES and other state forces took children during the
“scorched earth” operations and other counterinsurgency incursions.46 “De los casos registrados,

For reference on the conditions for women while in the FMLN refer to Fiona Neill report “In El
Salvador, female ex-guerrillas find everything and nothing has changed”, 4th of April 1993 in The
Baltimore Sun, https://www.baltimoresun.com/news/bs-xpm-1993-04-04-1993094019-story.html
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For more information on the systematic forced disappearance of children during the armed conflict
refer to the site from the Asociación Pro-búsqueda, which has worked in the reuniting of these surviving
children with their biological families, http://www.probusqueda.org.sv/
45
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se deduce a la Fuerza Armada y cuerpos de seguridad, como la responsable de desaparición
forzada del 90% de los casos. Por su parte, al FMLN se le adjudica, según registros, el 10% de
esas desapariciones; la mayor parte se efectuaron entre 1980 a 1984, fecha en la que el ejército
lanzaba los más fuertes operativos militares, especialmente en las zonas rurales del país” (Probúsqueda). The state has denied any such practices and theses crimes have remained unpunished
as no trial has yet been pursued in relation to force disappearances of children in El Salvador.
It is troublesome that even though this practice constitutes a grave crime it was not
included in the Truth Commission report From Madness to Hope and so it has not gained much
visibility.
Entre las denuncias realizadas a la Comisión de la Verdad, se encontraban las de muchos
familiares, quienes relataron la desaparición de sus hijos e hijas en operativos militares.
No obstante, el informe final de la Comisión de la Verdad titulado “De la Locura a la
Esperanza”, publicado en marzo de 1993, no hizo mención específica de los casos
denunciados, sólo fueron citados en el listado general de víctimas del conflicto. (Probúsqueda)
The lack of visibility and denunciation turned into a lack of action on the part of the state,
which has not recognized these crimes. Thus, the state has not provided the necessary
information from the FAES that would aid in the resolution of cases. The families of the missing
organized together with Jon Cortina, a Jesuit priest, founded the “Asociación Pro-Búsqueda de
Niñas y Niños Desaparecidos Durante el Conflicto Armado” in August of 1994. They solved
their first five cases in 1994, and by now there have been a total of 921 cases registered, from
which 437 have been solved.47
The main character of Roza, tumba, quema is marked by this reality of the conflict, which
is truly the unifying thread. The narrative revolves around the search for her lost daughter, the
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trauma it involved, and the mourning and acceptance she needs in order to move on. When she is
only fourteen years old, she becomes pregnant and by the age of fifteen she is a mother. Her
pregnancy is not the result of rape, and laws in El Salvador about age of consent are not clear,
but her partner blames and abandons her. Her father takes her case to his FMLN superiors, as
was common practice, and they resolve “que la quinceañera bajara a una población para recibir
atención y cuidados hasta que su criatura naciera y tuviera dos meses. Entonces debería volver a
su posición y cuidarse más, no meterlos de nuevo en líos como ése” (Hernández 59). She
complies, but not without asking to stay with her child longer. They tell her that the baby will
stay with allies until the end of the war, that she should just worry about staying alive. “Podía
darle a su hija una mejor vida luchando desde las montañas. La mejor forma de protegerla era no
bajar a visitarla porque los soldados podían seguirla, ubicar a la niña y matarla para debilitarla”
(60). The fear of her daughter being located and killed by the army keeps her from visiting her,
but the FMLN is keeping her away because the baby is not there. “El castigo que habían decidido
para la pareja por su falta había sido entregar a la niña para juntar fondos para la causa que
defendían” (61). Her baby is taken in by a convent, and the nuns sell her to a French couple who
could not conceive children.
Her visit to Paris was not a capricious dream, but the way she could finally see her lost
daughter. She is also the mother of four more girls, who are not named but live with her, three
are daughters of the FMLN combatant she marries and later widows, and the last one from a man
she meets after the conflict, who also abandons them. Her loss, the loss of her first daughter
drives her to keep searching and once she finds her daughter’s location, she thinks a visit will
bring her closure.
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2.6. Facing Trauma: Return, Closure, and Mourning
She arrives in Paris and has time with her daughter, but her trauma remains. She has not
internalized, accepted what has happened and thus she has not started the process of mourning
her loss. She keeps an idealized view of her reality and has not taken it in; thus, she is still
anchored in the past by her desire of restituting an impossibility. Her trauma needs to be
revisited, internalized and accepted for her to work it through.
The main character faces a difficulty, her loss is caused by a forced disappearance of a
person that is no longer missing. The subject of her loss has been found, but her loss is still
present. Her daughter is physically present, no longer lost, but their relationship turns out to be
nonexistent, impossible. Her loss is embodied in the baby that was taken from her many years
ago, and the implication of the years they lived separated from each other. Consequently, even
though she finds her daughter she is still hurting from the loss of a child. Similar to many
relatives of the forcefully disappeared, she does not have a body to bury and to mourn because
her daughter is alive. LaCapra mentions that a burial can aid in the process of mourning and
bring some closure as the mourners relates to their past in a manner that marks a separation
between that moment in time and their present and future.
Mourning brings the possibility of engaging trauma and achieving a reinvestment in, or
recathexis of, life that allows one to begin again… Through memory-work, especially the
socially engaged memory-work involved in working-through, one is able to distinguish
between past and present and to recognize something as having happened to one (or one's
people) back then that is related to, but not identical with, here and now. Moreover,
through mourning and the at least symbolic provision of a proper burial, one attempts to
assist in restoring to victims the dignity denied them by their victimizer. (“Trauma” 713)
In El Salvador, hundreds, if not thousands, of families have not had the opportunity of
burying their deceased loved ones because their bodies were never found or have not been
identified.
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The main character’s mother realizes she is ill and will die soon, and faced with the
reality of her husband’s absence, desires to find something of his to be buried with her. “Habría
querido, por lo menos, poder tener un cadáver que recuperar aunque fuera después, mucho
después, cuando la guerra terminó y la gente pudo regresar sobre sus pasos para levantar a los
caídos que el tiempo y el miedo los obligo a dejar atrás” (Hernández 219). Her loss is painful,
especially because there is no body to bury, “el dolor que ver sus huesos convertidos en algo
parecido a ramas deshidratadas por el tiempo no se compararía al de no poder tener nada suyo
para recoger y enterrar” (219). Her husband died when he stepped on a mine and his body is
never recovered, but his wedding ring is something they could search for and bury with her.
They find the ring in the house that was burned down at the beginning of the armed conflict. The
ring meant for the main character “que la pérdida no había sido total y que su mamá no estaría
sola de él cuando la enterraran” (220).
On the other hand, for the main character of Hernández’ novel, the ritual of burial could
bring her to accept her loss. The loss of her baby is real but intangible. Her reality is that she lost
a baby when she was fifteen years old, but she has not been able to bury her loss because there is
not a physical body to bury.
Ella necesita recuperar un hijo.
Necesitaba recuperar a la suya.
Lo que ella necesitaba era enterrarla. Sentía decírselo, pero alguien debía hacerlo: había
perdido a esa niña como había perdido la guerra. En algún momento debía aceptarlo. No
había podido ayudarla a ganar, pero podía ayudarle a perder. Sabía cómo hacerlo. El día
que la enterraran, podían poner a sus pies algo que representara a esa bebé. Ella la
cuidaría en el más allá o en el olvido. (Hernández 243)
Her mother offers a beautiful symbolic gesture towards her daughter. She offers her to
hold something that will symbolize her lost baby when she (the mother) is buried. She wants the
main character to realize that she is wasting her strength in wishing for things that no longer
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exist, that those past wounds are taking a toll in her life and health. “¿Por qué no quería renunciar
a su hija? Porque no quería aceptar que todo había terminado. Hacía mucho tiempo. Casi desde
el principio” (Hernández 244). They decide that she will go on another search, to the sites of her
past, and this time she is going to bring back something to bury in place of her daughter. “El día
que la entierren, colocará algo de su hija con ella, pero no a sus pies, sino en sus brazos: puede
ser que nunca haya tomado un arma, pero ella nunca soltó a ninguno de sus hijos” (Hernández
246). She needs a body to bury, to serve as the symbol of her daughter and her past, to perform a
ritual that brings her closure and leads her in the path towards mourning. Idelber Avelar presents
the restitutive nature of mourning stating,
All mourning demands restitution, not exactly because mourning wishes to restore the
state prior to the loss -the mourner generally knows this is impossible and refuses to
accept it only in extreme cases of fixation on the past conducive to radical melancholiabut rather because mourning can run its course successfully only through a series of
substitutive, metaphoric operations whereby the libido can reinvest new objects. (202203)
María Sol Yánez de la Cruz, a Basque psychologist who works at the Central American
University in San Salvador and was an expert witness from the Inter-American Court of Human
rights in the case of El Mozote, stated that “certain cultural and social rituals contribute to the
mourning process through practices such as the wake, the burial, consolation, all the actions that
confirm that the loved ones will not return” (Grossman, Del Campo and Trudeau).
Her journey in search of something that could symbolize her daughter starts in the house
that was burned down at the beginning of the conflict, “así que inicia el camino hacia la montaña
donde le parece que el camino comienza: la casa quemada donde su padre hizo la promesa de
regresar” (Hérnandez 249). Her return to the site of trauma takes her to the beginning of her
journey, just as the shifting cultivation allegory, the slash and burn agriculture system that would
make her ancestors return to the sites of ashes, she goes back to the place where it all started.
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This place reminds her of a father who promised to return but could not fulfill his promise and
from that place she takes a stone. “Nada de ahí le habla de la hija que, para entonces, no sabía
que daría a luz. Le dice cosas de un pasado que solo es suyo y que siente que también debe
enterrar el día que les dé sepultura a la madre y a la niña” (249). Her journey proves to be more
than a search for the loss of her daughter, but of that past that she also needs to accept, bury and
mourn. She realizes just then that her trauma, her wounds, have not been properly addressed, she
has not taken them into cognizance in her attempt at survival.
Se pregunta adónde habrán ido a parar todas las gentes que el viento sopló esa noche.
Puede hacerlo ahora: estaba prohibido hacerse preguntas como esas en su campamento:
estaba prohibida cualquier cosa que les abriera grietas por las que la derrota se pudiera
colar o la muerte de la que apenas habían escapado los arrebatara. Entiende ahora que era
una manera de conservarlos con vida. Se pregunta qué se habrían prohibido los civiles
para sobrevivir. (249)
Her journey continues until she comes to the realization that the place that best resembles
the process she is going through is the ranch where they all lived prior to the conflict.
Quizá debía buscar el objeto que la representaba en un lugar distinto, en el sitio al que no
quería volver: la hacienda con nombre de caballo a la hora en que el mar entraba y se
llevaba todo lo que ella quería retener. Cualquiera de las piedras de ese lugar tenían la
forma de lo que sentía por su hija. Recogió en una manta las que pudieran tener el peso
de una hija, las envolvió en ella como a una para calcular el tamaño que su madre podría
acunar cuando estuviera en su tumba y emprendió el camino de regreso. Estará lista para
decirle adiós después de dar un paseo con ella por todos los lugares en los que acaba de
estar, cantarle canciones de cuna y contarle todo lo que quiso decirle a la niña que tenía
su cuerpo y su cara y que fue a buscar al otro lado del mundo. Tardará unos días en
volver a su casa. (Hernández 249)
The stones, cradled in her guerrilla uniform, looks and weighs like the baby she lost.
Then, she buries her symbolic baby, the body of her mother, and the ring of her father at the
ranch where they all lived before the conflict. From this moment on, the main character
undergoes a transformation. She will consider her firstborn a fellow countrywoman, if she sees
her, but will not crave any intimacy or to occupy a place in her life. “Perhaps, rather, one mourns
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when one accepts that by the loss one undergoes one will be changed, possibly forever. Perhaps
mourning has to do with agreeing to undergo a transformation (perhaps one should say
submitting to a transformation) the full result of which one cannot know in advance” (Butler 21).
The main character goes through a journey of facing the past in order to start the process
of coming to terms with it, but she knows this enterprise is not only individual but a social and
collective enterprise. On one hand the armed conflict affected whole communities with
operations like the mentioned “scorched earth”, and on the other hand the whole country was
affected when the social tissue of it was being torn by violence and death. Kai Erikson defines
collective trauma as the “blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the bonds attaching
people together and impairs the prevailing sense of communality…[it is] a gradual realization
that the community no longer exists as an effective source off support and that an important part
of the self has disappeared…“We” no longer exist as a connected pair or as linked cells in a
larger communal body” (153-54).
In El Salvador, the armed conflict brought about the complexities of collective trauma
because of its internal and familial nature. Fellow countrymen turned against each other and
family relations were torn by voluntary or forced affiliation to one of the sides. In Roza, tumba,
quema the main character’s brother is taken by the army, “lo tomaron como tomaban ellos a las
gallinas del corral y lo subieron a un camión donde iban otros como él, de su edad, de su
tamaño” (23). He does not want to be a soldier but has no other option. During the armed
conflict, both the army and FMLN recruited minors forcibly, leaving these children no other
option but to comply or hide. The connection between families and friends was torn, and the
struggle damaged the already debilitated connections between sectors of society and the State.
“The experience of trauma, at its worst, can mean not only a loss of confidence in the self, but a
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loss of confidence in the surrounding tissue of family and community, in the structures of human
government, in the larger logics by which humankind lives” (Erikson 198). Generalized fear and
mutual distrust, resulting from tears in the collective tissue, hinder the process of working
through the traumatic experience and thus the process of mourning. The suturing of the self and
the collective are both collective endeavors, as María Sol Yáñez states,
El individuo no es un sujeto en el aire, sino que el individuo está inserto en una sociedad,
por tanto los impactos que una víctima de violaciones de derechos humanos tiene no sólo
son individuales, sino que también se rompió el tejido social de su comunidad y la
sociedad quedó impactada por el dolor, por el trauma, pero también por la falta de verdad
que han tenido las víctimas en El Salvador. (Dálton)
The main character does not think that her story is only hers to tell, these thoughts keep
her from addressing her trauma earlier. “Las psicólogas no entendían eso. Insistían en que ella
debía hablar de las cosas que había presenciado o escuchado para que su mente sanara… Odiaba
que no entendieran que lo que ellas llamaban experiencia propia era algo que no le pertenecía”
(Hernández 170). She thinks that by sharing her story she is betraying her orders, and by doing
so she will be guilty and punished if the war starts again. Her disbelief about it being over is a
feeling she constantly has from the moment of disarmament and demobilization until the end of
the story when she accepts her loss. “Ella no necesitaba que nadie la escuchara. Ni siquiera
quería hablar de muchas cosas… Que las amables psicólogas le dijeran que necesitaba hablar y
que estaba en un lugar seguro y de confianza con ellas no tenía ningún peso...Podría terminar
ejecutada” (Hernández 170).
Her reluctance to tell her story and share about her past also stalls her process of coming
to terms with it. Through sharing her story, through establishing a connection with a listener and
elaborating a narrative of her past, she would face her past traumas and this elaboration has
several purposes. On one hand, by putting her traumatic experiences into words, she would
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internalize them. “The emergence of the narrative which is being listened to – and heard – is,
therefore, the process and place wherein the cognizance, the ‘knowing’ of the event is given birth
to” (Laub, Testimony 57). On the other hand, this articulation of a story, and its deliverance to a
listener, would aid in the process of rebuilding the social fabric that the struggle had destroyed.
The listener plays a key role in the process of mourning, as Judith Herman asserts,
The core experiences of psychological trauma are disempowerment and disconnection
from others. Recovery, therefore, is based upon the empowerment of the survivor and the
creation of new connections. Recovery can take place only within the context of
relationships; it cannot occur in isolation. In her renewed connections with other people,
the survivor re-creates the psychological faculties that were damaged or deformed by the
traumatic experience. These faculties included the basic capacities for trust, autonomy,
initiative, competence, identity, and intimacy. Just as these capabilities are originally
formed in relationships with other people, they must be reformed in such relationships.
(133)
However, the process of trusting someone enough to share a very sensitive part of one’s
story is difficult. Not only it is marked by the sense of polarization that brought about the
violence during the conflict, but also there might be experiential barriers between the survivor
and the listener that would limit the successful deliverance of her story. In other words, the
survivor might believe that a listener from a different generation or from a different social group
is not able to understand them and thus lose faith in the process of sharing her experience. These
predicaments, in turn, may stall the process of healing and the possibility of suturing the self and
the collective tissue. Idelber Avelar presents this impasse stating that,
The survivor's crisis of witnessing emerges from the abyss between the irreducible
imperative to tell and the distressing perception that language cannot fully convey that
experience, that no particular listener manages to capture its true dimension or even listen
attentively and sympathetically enough. If in the most basic sense the work of mourning
can take place only through the telling of a story, the survivor's dilemma lies in the
irresolvable incommensurability between experience and narrative: The very diegetic
organization of the past monstrosity is perceived as either an intensification or a betrayal
of one's suffering -or worse, of the suffering of another-and the survivor is caught in a
symbolic paralysis. (202)
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In Roza, tumba, quema the main character mentions that the age of the listeners, their
experiences or lack thereof, could limit their understanding of experiences from her part of the
community. She mentions this issue when talking about the town in which the government gives
her a plot of land during the time of disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR). The
town is changing, several ex-combatants have sold their parcels and people, that are not
acquainted with them or their pasts, are now part of these communities. She mentions that these
young people do not fear them nor respect them, and such indifference is worse than being
feared. “Algunos son tan jóvenes que, incluso si se los explicaran, no entenderían lo que hicieron
por ellos. Ni siquiera comprenden la palabra guerra. El término los aburre. Dicen que los viejos
sólo hablan de eso y que están fastidiados de escuchar” (224)
Age is one of the predicaments, as with time, future generations lose sight of how the past
has affected their present, but distance from the area of the conflict is another barrier between her
and possible listeners. Distance meant they come from different social classes and they probably
sided with the opposition. In general, it means that for them the conflict is just something they
heard on the news and so remained unaffected by it. The main character expresses this issue
during a visit to the doctor, in which he tells her about her mother’s illness and imminent death.
The narrator states, “Ella prefirió no decirle que él no sabía nada acerca de la muerte o de su
inminencia. Escuchó sus regaños con paciencia. Se imaginaba que habría crecido en alguna de
las colonias de la capital desde donde la guerra era sólo un ruido lejano o una serie de notas de
prensa” (230).
Hence, there are several aspects that can limit the elaboration of a narrative of trauma and
the process of sharing this narrative with a listener. Even so, recovery does not thrive in isolation
and sharing the stories of the past is an important step towards coming to terms with it. It brings
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acceptance and provides an “other” who listens to the stories. This listener, as a sounding board
or as a mirror, can help the survivor see her wounds, accept them, and through listening offer her
a hand in carrying on, by sharing her story she is also sharing the burden of bearing witness.
This reconstruction of community is multilayered. The survivor needs to recover, to
suture its subjectivity, but this procedure is usually parallel to the suturing of the collective tissue
because it is done through the restoring a relationship between an “I” and a “you”, the possibility
to address a “you” be it internal or external provides the humanization of the subject. Dori Laub
states, referring to the Holocaust, but applicable to the conflict in El Salvador,
…it convinced its victims, the potential witnesses from the inside, that what was affirmed
about their "otherness" and their inhumanity was correct and that their experiences were
no longer communicable even to themselves, and therefore perhaps never took place.
This loss of the capacity to be a witness to oneself and thus to witness from the inside is
perhaps the true meaning of annihilation, for when one's history is abolished, one's
identity ceases to exist as well. (Testimony 82)
The main character in Hernández’ novel transitions from not wanting to talk about her
story to a place where she faces the need to elaborate on her story and feel the urge to transmit it
to her descendants. During her journey searching for a symbol to bury in place of her lost
daughter, she realizes the need of retelling her stories to her daughters.
Se lo comentará cuando regrese. Cree también que debe enseñarle a recorrer la ruta que
está caminando por si alguna vez llega a necesitarla y también para que conozca los
caminos que anduvo su madre. Decide que, después de que entierre a la abuela y la llore
como a una madre, la llevará también a las tierras donde ella fue madre suya. El lugar en
el que vivieron mientras se refugiaron a orillas de la ciudad y donde aprendió a cocinar
para alimentarla es ahora una fábrica. No es el sitio más lindo del mundo, pero le dará
imagen a las pocas historias que la abuela le esté compartiendo en ese momento. Luego le
contará algunas de las que por mucho tiempo le ha ocultado para que no le pase lo que a
ella y a su madre y no deba enterarse de detalles hasta que ella esté cerca de la muerte.
También se lo contará a las otras si regresan.
Her desire to share her story with her daughters is a step in the suturing of the collective,
because as it was mentioned above, there is the sense that certain groups might not understand
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the past because of their age or lack or experience. Her story will provide her daughters
knowledge about where they come from, how their past has influenced their present, and thus
have a more informed view of how to move on towards the future. The author’s presentation of a
process of passing down stories to future generations, shows the readers that a path towards
mourning and recovery is not possible in isolation, there needs to be spaces for dialogue and
memory.
The main character not only decides to share her story with her daughters, she decides to
confide in one of her ex-combatant’s friends. Her way of listening is different to that of the
psychologists and moves her to share stories she has never told to anyone before. “Pasa que esa
otra mujer escucha de una manera diferente. Hace que uno se oiga a uno mismo y consiga sus
propias respuestas…siente necesidad de decir algunas cosas que no comentó con las psicólogas”
(Hernández 171).
She lets this woman see her inside and out and starts a trusting relationship. The way she
listens has helped her articulate and hear her own story, externalize and then internalize it. This
experience of sharing her story has helped her restore the relationship within herself and the
external connection to an “other” who she can address and with whom to be open to the point of
letting her see her wounds and talk about them. The author compares this interaction with the act
of looking oneself in the mirror. The act of figuratively being a mirror, a reflection of her,
displays a recognition of herself as subject and the possibility of addressing a “you.”
La amiga de su excompañera de combate la ve con admiración. Pregunta si en serio no se
da cuenta de las cicatrices que tenía. Heridas tenían todos. Le pareció entonces que debía
verse en un espejo. Como no había uno en casa, le sirvió como tal. Le dijo, una a una, las
marcas que tenía en el cuerpo y le hizo un recuento de los dolores que ella la veía padecer
sin quejarse. Le habló también de las marcas que tenía en la mente. Le habló de las
noches en que despertaba a sus hijas con lo que decía y gritaba. Le habló de su dificultad
para escuchar y de lo mucho que debían subir todos la voz para llamar su
atención…Nunca hablaba de ella porque no le parecía que fuera importante. (265)
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This relationship helps her to trust again, and in this manner start the process of restoring
herself and the sense of community. Nevertheless, Claudia Hernández does not presume this
process a simple one in which the survivor would start recovering merely by sharing her story
with a listener. Dori Laub affirms that the listener needs to be supportive and willing to get
involved in the process of bearing witness, “there needs to be a bonding, the intimate and total
presence of an other – in the position of the one who hears” (Testimony 70). These conditions are
not always present. In Roza, tumba, quema the main character comes to this realize that there
were differences in the act of listening when she shares her story with the local commission that
oversees eligibility and distribution of monetary reparations.
The main character is always reluctant to receive help, in any form, because of her lack of
confidence in the system and institutions, but also because she thinks that others deserve it more
than her. Her friend, the one who knows how to listen, motivates her to seek help because her
emotional and physical problems are apparent. Her wounds have caught up to her and her loss of
hearing is something for what she might be compensated. She attends a few sessions to share her
story but is not received well. This attempt at connection and bearing witness is less supportive
and more like being the witness in a trial, where she is questioned, and her words are taken for
their evidentiary value rather than being focused on her experience. “A la gente de la comisión
local le había resultado sospechoso que la solicitante no recordara ni el año ni el lugar en el que
había sucedido el evento en que había sido comprometida su audición” (Hernández 266).
Once she embarks in the journey to work through her past, she is able to open up to
herself, to her daughters and to an outsider, her friend. All these experiences are beneficial and
help her move on to a new season of her life, but when she shares with the commission it is
different. “Cree que nada justifica la manera en que tratan a los excombatientes ahí. No espera
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aplausos, pero no cree merecer que la examinen como a un animal y cuestionen todo lo que dice
después de hacerla contar todo aquello que había callado en mucho tiempo” (Hernández 256).
The experience each survivor has when sharing their stories varies greatly. For some
survivors the urge to tell others about their experiences moves them towards openness and it
starts a process of healing within them, while others will need much more than solely bearing
witness in their quest for recovery.48 This complexity can be seen in the testimonies submitted to
a truth commission report. “The central aim of a truth commission report is not therapy. It is,
instead, to gather as much detailed information from the greatest number of victims as possible
to allow an accurate analysis of abuses over a period of time” (Hayner 139). Survivors usually
have an allotted amount of time to give their testimony which doesn’t leave much room for an
escalation of the narrative that would help the victim share what they are ready to share and then
move on, at their own pace, towards more sensitive areas of their testimony. Finally, the
commissioners might not be trained in psychological approaches to trauma, and for some
survivors their methods of listening will not provide a space for successful acceptance or
internalization of their traumatic experiences.
It is important to consider the intricacies of bearing witness so that future commissions
and organizations can put in place measures as to avoid re-traumatization or any type of further
damage to the victims and survivors. Hayner states that “a commission should aim to stimulate a
longer-term healing process, perhaps through targeted recommendations, in recognition that its
contribution will represent only the first step of a long process of national and individual
recovery” (153). At any rate, articulating a narrative of one’s own traumatic experience will aid
different people in different ways, but it is the first step at taking that experience into cognizance
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Priscilla Hayner writes about this variation of experiences in her book Unspeakable Truths, for more
information refer to chapter 9 “Healing from the Past”, pages 138-139.
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in order to be able to accept it and come to terms with it. The main character of Roza, tumba,
quema is able to revisit her traumatic experiences and share her story with the women of her life.
This newfound community provides the support she needs to be able to revisit her past, gain the
courage to accept loss and to symbolically find closure by burying her lost daughter, her father’s
ring, her mother, and the conflict. Then she is able to look at herself in the mirror, see her
wounded self and ask for help. A trustworthy listener aids her in the process of the suturing of
her subjectivity and her sense of community that was destroyed by the armed conflict.
Truth has emerged; the massacres, tortures, and killings have been made public, but
what comes after one is faced with such horror? How does one respond to the revelation of such
pain and trauma? One can minimize the trauma and assume that the publication of the report is
all that is needed to recover and move on, or one can take these stories and create cultural
products that reinsert them into the national dialogue. As I have demonstrated in this chapter,
Literature can respond with narratives that enact processes of mourning, of coming to terms with
the past through working through loss and trauma. It can also respond with narratives that while
based on the tragic events of the time are enactments of melancholic processes or fall into the
more cynical trends that tend to spectacularize violence and horror. Novels like Castellanos’
Insensatez might provide abundant examples of the process of traumatization but fall short in
providing the readers with examples of closure and portrayals of healthy approaches to trauma.
A novel like Roza, tumba, quema is an example of a text that demonstrates the process of
working through the traumatic past and the pursuit of mourning. Claudia Hernández takes the
life of a female ex-combatant and through her experiences fills in gaps left by the truth
commission report. Her story lets the reader know about serious human rights violations that
were not sufficiently emphasized, or not included in the report. Issues like forced recruitment,
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forced displacement, sexual violence, and the disappearance of children, among other human
rights violations. Her story lets the reader know about women’s participation in the armed
conflict, not only as combatants, but as heads of household, and many other roles that broke their
socially established positions within society. She makes evident the importance of including
women in the planification of demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration programs, because
with the end of the war women were usually reintegrated into a society dynamic they wished to
eradicate during the conflict. Her experiences let the reader see how the body is the bearer of
history, and how the pain and the experiences it goes through are the inscriptions of history itself.
Her feelings and experiences are very telling about the happenings of the time, in contrast with
objectivist views of the conflict that overvalue accuracy over experience. Her story is the
expression of the process of mourning and the embodiment of a loss that needs closure, and this
closure is achieved by a suturing, not only of her subjectivity, but also through human
connection and restoring of trust in the collective, thus a suturing of the collective.
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Chapter 3. Explorations of Trauma in the Peruvian Armed Conflict
In this chapter, I start by presenting an overview of the influence of literature in Latin
American politics followed by a look at the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission
report. I look at the factors that propelled the creation of the commission and the environment in
which its final report was published in order to expound on the importance of these initiatives in
the process of memory and mourning. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report opened
spaces for memory and mourning, be it in the geographical landscape with memorials or in the
cultural landscape with museums, art forms, and literature.
3.1. Overview of Literature’s Influence in Latin American Politics
The Peruvian armed conflict emerged during a time when the waves of revolutionary
ideologies were spreading all through Latin America. Cuba had its successful socialist
revolution, and its example ignited many more people’s movements throughout an area that was
rife with inequality, corruption, and several other structural socioeconomic and political
problems.49 Several of these movements followed the Cuban guerrilla model, like in the case of
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, and this model’s reach went as far as Africa and Asia
with direct influence in Ghana, Angola and Yemen.50 The hopes of instituting a working class
leadership, and of class equality, had become a powerful catalyst; a motor that would be able to
mobilize academics, students, activists, workers, indigenous populations, and people from almost

Refer to Timothy P. Wickham-Crowley’s “Guerrillas and Revolution in Latin America: A Comparative
Study of Insurgents and Regimes since 1956” for insight on the impact the Cuban Revolution had on the
emergence of Latin American guerrilla movements. This can be found in more detail in Chapter 3 “The
Social and Political Origins of the Guerrilla Movements.”
50
Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire by Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, from page 69,
“From the People’s Army to Guerrilla Warfare” explains how the Cuban guerrilla model is different from
the Maoist movements.
49
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every realm of society in order to fight against the established elites that controlled the region.51
In Peru, the idea of a people’s revolution became more pronounced after the creation of the
Peruvian Communist Party in 1928 by José Carlos Mariátegui, who was one of the most
influential socialist writers of his time. One of his most significant texts was the Siete ensayos de
interpretación de la realidad peruana in which he analyses the state of Peru that stemmed from
economic issues, the problematization of issues of land and the indigenous populations, public
education and several other aspects of Peruvian society and its politics. His views were openly
socialist and were foundational as inspiration in the emergence of several branches of the
Communist Party. Among them was the offshoot group called the Shining Path or Partido
Comunista Peruano Sendero Luminoso (PCP – SL), which in turn became one of the biggest
acting forces of the Peruvian armed conflict.52 This specific group would differ from other
revolutionary movements in Latin America because it was not inspired by the Cuban revolution,
Che Guevara or any other guerrilla movement.53 It was mainly a Maoist group, whose leader
Abimael Guzman was seen as the only leader who was not a traitor to the revolution. Abimael
Guzman, a professor of philosophy from the San Cristóbal of Huamanga University was to
become the head of the organization. The Shining Path rapidly transitioned from an adherence to
Mariategui’s ideologies to a cult-like following of Guzman’s leadership and ideologies. He
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Chapter 3 also explains the strong relationship between academics, students, and universities with the
creation of revolutionary or guerrilla movements (Wickham-Crowley 1992:33).
52
See Hatun Willakuy: Abbreviated Version of the Final Report of the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation
Commission for more information on the origins of the PCP – SL and its ideologies and strategies. It is
found in Chapter 2: “Subversive Organizations” section, page 70.
53
It is important to note that the Shining Path differed from other Latin American guerrilla movements in
several ways. It was focused on leader, Abimael Guzman, and his line of thought. It had a violent
approach from the start, with references to a blood quota, the idea of inducing genocide or revolution
costing over a million deaths in the party documentation. Also, the SL was to start a popular war from the
countryside towards the city, in order to destroy the State and rebuild a new one, whereas the other
instances of guerrillas in Latin America were in response to oppressive right-wing regimes established
usually after the overthrow of democratically elected governments.
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became the “fourth sword of Marxism” after Lenin, Marx and Mao, and his thought and
strategies would be known as “el pensamiento Gonzalo.”54 This party emerged from the
militancy and organization of university professors and students, as well as young middle class
intellectuals, which in turn influenced the local, rural teachers and high school students and thus
their communities. The Shining Path had a violent approach to revolution that was visible from
the start, but by April of 1980 the party already had the first military school/training and soon
after they stated that the “ILA” or “inicio de la lucha armada”, the beginning of the popular war
was underway. The idea was to destroy the political system of Peru, the “viejo estado,” and
rebuild a new one under the ideologies of the PCP-SL no matter the cost.
Therefore, Mariategui’s texts served as a stimulus to socialist movements, and Guzman’s
speeches and texts mobilized and constructed the line of thought that would guide the PCP-SL.
Abimael Guzman even used biblical analogies to give his thought a religious tone and connect to
the people he was to guide into popular war. Literature’s influence on the history of Peru, and
Latin America in general is thus undeniable. It had a significant role during the processes of
independence, with texts by writers like Andrés Bello and Simón Bolívar; and it had a
foundational and performative role during the emergence of nation states55 with texts that
attempted to create consensus among different groups within the countries, or narratives that
delineated a rationalization for the country’s policies, like in Jorge Isaacs’ María or in Domingo
Faustino Sarmiento’s Facundo: Civilización o barbarie.56 Literature also had a stirring or
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Refer to CVR, Volume II, page 15 for a more in-depth study of the process in which the PCP-SL
transitioned to a cult-like following of Abimael Guzman.
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Refer to Benedict Anderson’s explanation of how the Creole states in America developed a sense of
nation-ness in Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism.
56
Doris Sommer in her book Foundational Fictions writes about the relationship between literature and
the emergence of the nations, more specifically romantic novels and the search for a national identity
through creating and conveying an imaginary of identity, common history, and public consensus.
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mobilizing role during the revolutionary times, with texts from authors like Mariátegui’s Siete
ensayos de interpretación de la realidad peruana, and Che Guevara’s Guerra de guerrillas.
Then, there was the Boom, which presented both a departure and a continuation of literature’s
political role in Latin America. The Boom was characterized by great narratives, that while
occasionally based on the historic records of the convoluted times in which they were written,
were somehow detached from the realities of these societies.57
Therefore, although presented here in broad strokes, literature has had a significant role
in Latin-American history. After the armed conflicts of the twentieth century, literature’s role
might be different, but despite its more marginal position, with a limited autonomy due in part to
the pressures of markets and publishing house’s demands,58 Latin American literature has
brought forward stories, voices, and memories that would otherwise go unheard. Although not all
the texts written after the conflicts deal directly with these events or their aftermath, there is a
noticeable tendency in literature to revisit the periods of repression and brutality. It is a tendency
to break the silence caused by oppression, irrepresentability, or fear. It generates dialogues and
opens new conversations about the past. Thus, postconflict literature does not assume a totality
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Neil Larsen in chapter 5 of his book Reading North by South: On Latin American Literature, Culture,
and Politics analyzes the main three theories behind the Latin American “boom” novel and adds a fourth
approach that emerges from Tulio Halperín’s essay “Nueva narrativa y ciencias sociales
hispanoamericanas en la década del sesenta.” In this essay Halperín states that “boom” authors “elaborate
a literature that scarcely alludes to the dramatic conjuncture from which it stems” and argues that it lacks
historical realism (72). On the other hand, Jean Franco in her book The Decline and Fall of the Lettered
City: Latin America in the Cold War states that the literature of the Latin American “Boom” was not
really a revolutionary project, it was rather the presentation of the “foundering, not only of national
autonomy but also of the autonomy of the text” (8).
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See Julio Ramos’s Divergent Modernities: Culture and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Latin America
for insight on the changing role of literature in Latin America, the loss of autonomy of the writer as
literature is isolated from the law and politics departments to become part of the humanities or liberal arts.
Ramos mentions that the “logic man” is differentiated from the “writer” and the hard sciences were seen
as the logical realm while literature was rendered useless and only to be enjoyed as an art.
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but presents fragments. It serves as a form of expression that defies the official versions of
history, and as a way to elaborate on the past and provide spaces to participate in the narrative of
the conflict, remember, mourn, and attempt reconciliation or healing.
Consequently, I look at the novel by Claudia Salazar Jimenez, La sangre de la aurora
(2013), in order to analyze how this text sets out from the Peruvian Truth Commission’s Report
to provide a humanized narrative that offers a new and relevant reading of the Peruvian conflict.
I want to explore literature’s response to the revelation of the truths and traumas that come after
the publication of the Truth Commission Report, focusing on responses that lead to mourning
and memory. And for this purpose, I want to focus on a female perspective of trauma, using La
sangre de la aurora as the framework, as it not only deals with the very direct way in which the
female population of Peru was mechanically conditioned to be most affected by the armed
conflict, it provides a look inside the traumas these women endured. This novel also offers a
view that goes beyond the melancholic tendencies to either negate or spectacularize the violence
of the time, it provides a path towards mourning.
3.2.Background: Historical Information about the Peruvian Armed Conflict
During the years after the Cuban revolution, the political environment in Latin America
was marked by a widespread yearning for governments in which the oligarchies would not
control the land, economy, and politics. The population of Latin America consisted mostly of
working class or lower-class groups that desired nations of equality, where the marginalized
could actively participate and have equal opportunities. In several countries, these ideas of
reform, combined with the excitement of a nearby successful socialist revolution, and the spread
of guerrilla or revolutionary writings from authors like Che Guevara, gave way to the emergence
of revolutionary parties that challenged the official governments and their agendas. Often, these
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processes resulted in internal conflicts between the armed forces of the government, which
regularly were subsidized by the United States, against the developing revolutionary
movements.59 This era of armed conflicts in Latin America represented a horrifying time in
history, and the losses that they left behind are immeasurable.
Peru was not the exception to this sociopolitical trend. Whereas some revolutionary
movements and countries adopted approaches that did not result in violent internal conflicts, in
the case of Peru, it all led to a violent struggle. The main actors were the Partido Comunista
Peruano Sendero Luminoso, or the Shining Path (PCP – SL), and the Peruvian Government and
its military forces. In most of the other Latin American armed conflicts, the main perpetrator of
human rights violations was the State itself through its military forces or death squads as is the
case of El Salvador, in which in which the final report states that "Those giving testimony
attributed almost 85 per cent of cases to agents of the State, paramilitary groups allied to them,
and the death squads” (From Madness 36). In the case of Peru, the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (CVR) reported that the Shining Path was responsible for approximately 54% of the
deaths during the conflict, and the State and military forces were responsible for 44% of the
deaths. There were other parties involved, like the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement,
which was responsible for 1.5% of the deaths. These numbers point to the Shining Path’s violent
approach, stated in its ideology as “the inevitability of violence to reach a socialist revolution”
(CVR). Consequently, at the very core of the Peruvian armed conflict there was a forecast of
violence and blood.
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The National Security Archive from George Washington University has a great database with more
information about the armed conflicts in Latin America. This organization has declassified thousands of
documents from these conflicts that evidence the participation of the United States. Also, the School of
the Americas Watch (SOA) has information about the training of Latin-American soldiers by this United
States military school who then perpetrated grave human right violations and massacres.
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Another principle of the Shining Path (PCP-SL), that illustrates why the conflict
developed as it did, was the pursuit of power through a popular war that started in the
countryside and moved towards the city. This principle was taken from Mao Zedong, and it was
to gain power in “semi feudal” societies through “una «guerra popular prolongada del campo a la
ciudad»” (CVR Vol 2 /2-3).60 Mao stated that in order to win the war they “must organize great
numbers of guerrilla units among the peasants” and that “the fighting…will be ruthless, and the
country will suffer serious devastation” (119). Geographically, the armed conflict in Peru had its
epicenter in the province of Ayacucho, where most of the killings and human rights violations
occurred, however its reach was vast and extensive. According to the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission report (CVR) over 60,000 persons were killed and over 600,000 were affected by
this conflict. Thousands were tortured, sexually or physically violated, and hundreds of
thousands were forcibly displaced. The confrontation extended from 1980 to the fall of Fujimori
in the year 2000, nonetheless it cannot be accurately limited to a specific number of years. This
period was brutal and traumatic in the lives of many Peruvians, and its consequences range from
a Peruvian crisis of democracy, the weakening of governmental institutions, and a countless
number of social, economic, and political issues. Moreover, there are human consequences that
are intangible and relate to the emotional or psychological harm exerted on the general
population. Lastly, in monetary terms, it is estimated that the armed conflict has cost Peru more
than 26 Billion dollars in foreign debt.
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Mao Zendog wrote the book On Protracted War which talks about his ideology and strategy of war. He
explains the three stages and strategies that comprise the revolution by taking the country and mobilizing
its people and then reaching the cities.
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3.3. Creation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and publication of Final Report
Due to the extent and gravity of the conflict and its aftermath, on June 4th, 2001 the
interim President Valentín Paniagua created the Truth Commission. It was ratified on September
4th, 2001 by Alejandro Toledo’s government. At this time, it was named the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (CVR) under the Supreme Decree N°065-2001-PCM. It was made
up of twelve commissioners and one observer. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
(CVR) Final Report was published in August 2003. It consists of nine volumes of five hundred
pages each, thus approximately eight thousand pages in total, that range from information on the
process, its main actors, geographical reach, testimonies of crimes and violence, race and gender
inequality in violence, the aftermath of violence, and recommendations towards reconciliation. In
the final report it is stated that:
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission is created as the instance in charge of
clarifying the process and facts occurred, as well as the corresponding responsibilities,
not only of those who executed them but also who ordered or tolerated them, while, at the
same time it proposes initiatives to strengthen peace and reconciliation among all
Peruvians. It is important to notice that this search for truth and definition of
responsibilities includes both terrorist organizations and State agents. The investigation
period the Truth and Reconciliation Commission will be working on, according to its
mandate is from May 1980 to November 2000. This implies that no facts occurred before
or after said dates will be investigated. (CVR Final Report, Background)
The creation of a Truth Commission and the subsequent publication of its final report
denotes an advance, and a step in the right direction when dealing with armed conflicts and
human rights violations. As it is mentioned above, it is not only a deep search for truth and
responsible parties from all sides, but also a way to seek reconciliation and strengthen peace. In a
sense, the Final Report is a compilation of facts, statistics, data, and human stories of trauma and
death that in a world of language and textuality, reify the experiences through the act of
inscribing and voicing them into being part of official history. In other words, without a written
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or verbal account of what happened, these stories could be passively61 sent to oblivion by
governments and perpetrators; and both, victims and guilty parties, would forcibly move on
without the acknowledgement of their experience as real, and without an opportunity or space for
accountability and mourning instead of silence. Idelber Avelar, in his book Untimely Present:
Postdictatorial Latin American Fiction and the Task of Mourning presents the phenomenon of
memory, mourning, and forgetting. His focus is posdictatorial literature in South America, but
his assertions and theory are very applicable to postconflict literature in general, as it deals with
literature’s role with respect to trauma and mourning. He mentions that in “Nietzschean topology
the superior, victorious force has no need to remember. It is the slave who is condemned to
memory” (2). Thus, perpetrators who boast of their victory, safe in their impunity, promote a
blank sleet approach to the present in which the trauma of the past is forgotten and mourning is
unviable. Literature attempts to remind people of their past trauma and catastrophes, it looks
back with the purpose of bearing witness, and to be able to look forward with restitution in mind.
Avelar compares postdictatorial literature’s vocation to Walter Benjamin’s angel of history as he
writes:
The imperative to mourn is the postdictatorial imperative par excellence. Engaging a
mournful memory that attempts to overcome the trauma represented by the dictatorships,
postdictatorial literature carries the seeds of a messianic energy that, like the Benjaminian
angel of history, looks back at the past pile of debris, ruins, and defeats in an effort to
redeem them, while, at the same time, it is pushed forward by the forces of "progress"
and "modernization.” (3)

Refer to Idelber Avelar’s Untimely Present: Postdictatorial Latin American Fiction and the Task of
Mourning. In this text Avelar posits that “all is immersed in passive forgetting, that brand of oblivion that
ignores itself as such, not suspecting that it is the product of a powerful repressive operation?” (1)
61
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Thus, the Final Report from the Truth Commission serves as a way of reifying the
experience of social trauma produced by the Peruvian conflict, and as a way of bearing witness.
Accordingly, the report’s objectives are commendable, and they are stated as follows:
a. “Analyzing the context, political, social and cultural conditions and behaviors which
contributed to the situation of violence, both from the State and from society.
b. Contributing with the administration of justice, when it corresponds, so that it can
clarify the crimes and violations to human rights committed both by terrorist
organizations and State agents.
c. Trying to determine the whereabouts, identification and situation of victims and, as
possible, to determine the corresponding responsibilities. The Commission does not
substitute for the Judiciary or the Prosecutor’s Office, because it does not have
jurisdictional functions.
d. Making moral and material redress proposals for victims or their relatives.
e. Recommending the reforms, it deems convenient as a preventive measure so that no
similar experiences are repeated. Recommending also any measures necessary to
guarantee compliance with their recommendations.” (CVR, Final Report Objectives)
While the stated objectives are important and necessary, it is also observable that most
people will find it difficult to access and read a document consisting of 8, 000 pages.
It was important for the final report to be comprehensive in its content as it is an attempt to
quantify the conflict and detail the truth. This meticulousness is necessary because one of the
objectives of this type of texts is to determine to which extent each party participated in the
violation of human rights and killings. On the other hand, because the commission does not
possess any jurisdictional powers, these reports often resulted in amnesties and impunity instead
of trials and justice.62 According to Human rights Watch, “prosecutors had only achieved rulings
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If interested in the organization, development, and conclusions of the Truth Commissions and their
reports refer to the website from the United States Institute of Peace, https://www.usip.org/ or to the
International Center for Transitional Justice at https://www.ictj.org/.
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in 78 cases related to the abuses committed during the conflict, as of May 2017, and only 17
convictions” (Peru: Events of 2018).63 Volume VII is a good working example as it consists of a
long list of cases investigated by the CVR, the victims are numbers in what seems like an endless
list of testimonies as evidence of crimes. Subsequently, one person’s experience seems lost
among all the other accounts, and a reader glimpses over hundreds of narratives without realizing
that each one of them is not only a victim, but has a personal background, a family, and a story
beyond that of the armed conflict. For a reader it is difficult to realize that each person mentioned
in the report is more than what the conflict did to them or what they did during the conflict, that
they are more than a number that adds up to the statistics.64
The creation of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and its subsequent publication
of a final report fills in a very significant gap in the history of Peru and the life of many
Peruvians. The CVR and its report were aimed at searching for the truth as the initial step
towards justice and reconciliation. The report argues that the conflict is not an isolated event but
a symptom of a deeper ailment; a widespread gamma of social, political and economic structural
deficiencies that facilitated the internal armed struggle. Its violence was a reflection and
reproduction of the profound inequalities in the three axes of gender, class and ethnicity. Thus,
this tragical event was not only related to the confrontation of two different entities with
contrasting ideologies, but to the already debilitated connection between the Peruvian State and
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See the Human Rights Watch website for up to date information on cases, prosecutions, and events
related to human right violations, both from current times and from the armed conflict. “Human Rights
Watch.” Human Rights Watch, 2019, www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/peru.
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There is an abbreviated version of the final report that was published in 2004 with the name
Hatun Willakuy. Versión abreviada del Informe Final de la Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación –
Perú, it is found in the website for the Instituto de Democracia y Derechos Humanos from the Pontificia
Universidad Católica del Perú, http://repositorio.pucp.edu.pe/index/handle/123456789/110702. There is
an English version that can be found in the site for the ICTJ
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/subsites/peru-hatun-willakuy-en/ This abbreviated report consists
of about 500 pages and it is a summary of the CVR final report.
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its society. Issues like an increasing socioeconomic gap between rich and poor, lack of education
for marginal populations, discrimination, lack of social, political, and economic inclusion of the
indigenous peoples and women, and social relationships vastly marked by inequity, are just a few
of the conditions that furthered the collapse of the social pact of the Peruvian society and its
State. It is important to mention that the report does indicate that, even though the conflict
affected massive amounts of people, the epicenter of violence was the province of Ayacucho,65
and its victims were mostly from a specific group of society. It is mentioned that three out of
every four victims were from indigenous or campesino origin and spoke Quechua.66 This
demographic and geographic targeting translates into several important aspects, one is that the
specificity of the targeted group allowed a big part of the Peruvian population a way to justify
their indifference, omission, or denial of the happenings that occurred during the almost twenty
years of conflict. It gave way to a comfortable distancing from the struggle, in both the emotional
and material realms. On the other hand, it proves that the affected groups were not randomly
attacked. This is not to say that it was an ethnic conflict, the report clearly states there is not
proof of this, but the thousands of testimonies present a clear reflection of Peru’s contempt and
disregard towards the dispossessed and indigenous segment of its population. The introduction of
the report states,
Agobia encontrar en esos testimonios, una y otra vez, el insulto racial, el agravio verbal a
personas humildes, como un abominable estribillo que precede a la golpiza, la violación
sexual, el secuestro del hijo o la hija, el disparo a quemarropa de parte de algún agente de
las fuerzas armadas o la policía. Indigna, igualmente, oír de los dirigentes de las
organizaciones subversivas explicaciones estratégicas sobre por qué era oportuno, en
cierto recodo de la guerra, aniquilar a esta o aquella comunidad campesina. (CVR 14)
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See Volume I, page 80 of the CVR for data of the areas that were most affected.
Refer to the Introduction of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report, Volume I, page 14.
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The Shining Path’s focus on the campesino areas, the war from the countryside towards
the city, was part of their strategies and resulted in the obliteration of whole villages and towns.
The State’s response did not veer far from the violence and contempt towards human rights and
dignity that was shown by the Shining Path. Moreover, from all the evidence in the testimonies it
is fair to say that the State incurred in crimes against humanity and grave human rights
violations.67 The fact that the atrocities that the Peruvian State perpetrated can be classified as
crimes against humanity is noteworthy. The notion of crimes against humanity first entered the
international legal arena during the Nuremberg trials when it was necessary to create a new
category for those crimes that did not fit under the common war crimes. The crimes that occurred
in Peru, as those put-on trial in Nuremberg, consisted of a systematic and generalized attack
against civilians and thus were outside the norm.68
Geographical and demographical distancing from the conflict, as well as a targeting of
the dispossessed, or those who were already marginalized as voiceless, contributed to efforts of
the higher echelons of society to render the conflict invisible or minimize the situation. There
were a series of events that indicated the need of the creation of an entity like the Truth
Commission. The first of these events was the assassination of eight journalists in Uchuraccay in
1983.
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Refer to CVR, Introduction, page 15 for a general view of the State participation in the conflict. For a
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The fact that these crimes can be categorized as crimes against humanity also bring to light the issue of
forgiveness and reparations. Jacques Derrida presents his thoughts on the aporia of forgiveness in his
book On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, more specifically on his essay “On Forgiveness.” He
develops the idea of forgiveness as an impossible yet possible venture, because “forgiveness forgives only
the unforgivable” (32). He also presents the idea of forgiveness as a right that only victims have; there are
only two singularities, the guilty and the victim, “as soon as a third party intervenes, one can again speak
of amnesty, reconciliation, reparation, etc., but certainly not of pure forgiveness in the strict sense (42).
Another one of Derrida’s essay that might be of interest is “To Forgive: The Unforgivable and the
Imprescriptible” in Questioning God, pages 21-51.
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After the killing of the journalists there was a first attempt at having a committee for
seeking the truth behind the crime. Mario Vargas Llosa was invited by President Fernando
Belaúnde Terry to join this investigatory commission as the head of it, and the commission’s
conclusions revealed grave inadequacies in its approach to the conflict, the general environment,
and the groups involved. Jean Franco, in her book Cruel Modernity, presents the complexities
and the shortcomings of the “Vargas Llosa Commission” as she calls it, and its approach to the
Uchuraccay massacre. It is especially important to note that the fact that Vargas Llosa was the
head of the commission made this event very visible. Moreover, the publication of his report
named Sangre y mugre de Uchuraccay also made evident the problematic and very flawed
investigation and approach to this serious conflict. The investigation, which only took less than
three hours on the site, also contained a perpetuation of the divisions and misrepresentation that,
in part, contributed to the developing of the conflict as it did, “It forms the basis of the divided
Peru thesis: on the one hand, modern Peru; on the other, the archaic Peru impervious to
modernity advanced by Vargas Llosa and apparently by the anthropologists on the Vargas Llosa
Commission, who concluded that betterment and progress must be difficult for them to
conceive” (Franco 65). Even though this initiative fell short and was not able to clarify the event
or the underlying struggle, it was one of the first instances in which the need of truth became
relevant and public. It was a push towards community agency and towards making the conflict
visible, and, it was through the killing of these journalists whose job was to investigate and
communicate. Later, in 1986 there was a second instance in which the need for a broader truth
about the armed conflict gained momentum. It was the killing of prisoners who had been
incarcerated or sentenced due to terrorism. In this case several civil groups and the newly created
“Coordinadora Nacional de Derechos Humanos” demanded to clarify the event and to seek

108

justice in an impartial way, but its intentions were impeded by threats and other mechanisms of
silencing. Several other efforts appeared and were unsuccessful, even to the point of frustrating,
not only the search for the unofficial truth, but also the search for justice. In 1995, Alberto
Fujimori passed two amnesty laws that freed perpetrators of crimes against humanity and forbid
all other jurisdictional investigations,69 but the drive towards truth and justice was not completely
crushed. University students as well as other groups of civil society continued to mobilize, and at
the decline of Fujimori’s government it was stated that a Truth Commission must be created.
The creation of the Truth Commission thus served not only as a way of counteracting the
power of silence and fear present during the conflict, but also as a way of giving voice to the
victims that were assumed voiceless. It honors the names of the victims that were killed or
abused during the conflict, bringing them back from oblivion and making their stories official.
“Desde hoy, el nombre de miles de muertos y desaparecidos estará aquí, en estas páginas, para
recordárnoslo.” (CVR 15)
With regards to that substantial part of the country and its population who alleged
ignorance or not having participated in the conflict, the CVR asserts that this report is for all of
Peru, as all of Peru was in some way responsible for what happened in the country, but beyond a
general guilt or guilt by omission, impunity is unacceptable. It is counterproductive to shield
one’s responsibility by alleging indifference or ignorance, as it is detrimental for society to claim
that since all participated none has blame or responsibility.
Nadie se debe escudar en los defectos de nuestra sociedad ni en los rigores de nuestra
historia para evadir sus responsabilidades. Es cierto —y esa es una lección mayor de este
informe — que existe una culpa general, la culpa de la omisión, que involucra a todos los
que dejamos hacer sin preguntar en los años de la violencia. Somos los primeros en
señalarlo así. Pero al mismo tiempo advertimos que existen responsabilidades concretas
que afrontar y que el Perú —como toda sociedad que haya vivido una experiencia como
69

Refer to CVR, Introduction page 22.

109

ésta— no puede permitir la impunidad. La impunidad es incompatible con la dignidad de
toda nación democrática. (CVR 31)
Truth instead of silence, respect rather than contempt, memory in place of forgetting, and
justice in lieu of impunity. The next aim of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and
another reason for its importance, is the fact that truth alone does not lead to reconciliation and
reparation, there must be justice. Justice, not from a site of vengeance but as a logical
consequence of wrongdoings and, in this case, as a halt to a prolonged history of impunity. The
CVR is not part of the judicial system, hence it can solely name the perpetrators, present the
testimonies of the victims, and give recommendations. Nevertheless, it is very important that the
report does name and establishes responsibility with regards to the participants and perpetrators
of the crimes, and that it does recommend the mechanisms in charge to be used in promptness to
exercise justice and make those responsible accountable for their actions, which is a common
procedure of the Truth Commissions and its reports.
The need for a Truth Commission report, and its benefits for the Peruvian society are
undeniable, though it has showed to be a painful endeavor, it was a necessary one. There cannot
be moving on without facing the past, and there can only be justice where the truth is known.
Some segments of society have attacked this venture labeling it as vindictive or as the reopening
of an old wound. Some believe that peace is found in a forced, passive forgetting and clean slate
approach, but as the report states to know the truth is a right, not only to seek justice and
memory, but also to prevent similar tragedies from occurring in the future.
Debemos admitir, luego de una sobria consideración histórica, que una sociedad no puede
aprender a convivir pacíficamente y en justicia si no es capaz de reconocer sus heridas y
su dolor, si no vuelve sobre su pasado en busca de lecciones. Por eso, la CVR considera
su mandato como un ejercicio que, aunque doloroso, es indispensable para el
establecimiento de la verdad histórica, y rechaza categóricamente toda insinuación que le
atribuya la intención de «reabrir heridas», contribuir al disenso o alimentar odios. La
CVR ha registrado la tragedia de miles de asesinatos y vejaciones, pero también el
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escándalo del silencio y la impunidad. Es de la opinión que no se puede, por cobardía
moral o cálculo político, «voltear la página» de nuestra más reciente historia sin cumplir
con el deber doloroso de leerla y aprender, tanto por el compromiso moral de dignificar a
las víctimas como por razones de utilidad pública, centradas en la prevención de nuevos
hechos violentos. (30)
Therefore, the CVR report makes the conflict verifiable and factual, but in another way, it
conglomerates thousands of testimonies in a massive, almost scientific document in which the
lives of the victims count as evidence or descriptions of what happened, but less as the reflection
of a human life. Literature with books like La sangre de la aurora (2013), along with other
cultural products like the CVR photographic project “Yuyanapaq: Para recordar” and memorials
like Lika Mutal’s “El ojo que llora”, find their inspiration in the numerous testimonies, data and
information published in the CVR and provide more accessible forms of representation that share
the imperative of bearing witness and elaborating on the past and can disseminate the
information to a broader part of the Peruvian population. These products fill in a gap left by the
Truth Commission report because through them we can look at micro narratives that deliver
history, feelings, and memory even if it is via fiction or fragments. These narratives, in literature
evoke emotions, empathy and humanize the otherwise precise, systematic information presented
in a document like the CVR. The propagation of this type of enterprises was in fact included as
part of the recommendations that the CVR presented at the end of the report. The CVR
recommends:
a) Impulsar de manera decidida la difusión del Informe Final que ella ha preparado, de
modo que todos los peruanos y peruanas puedan acercarse al conocimiento más pleno de
nuestro reciente pasado de forma tal que, al preservarse la memoria histórica y ética de la
nación, extraigan las lecciones adecuadas que impidan la repetición de momentos tan
dolorosos como los vividos.
b) Sugerir que el acceso al informe final, así como al acervo documental recogido o
producido por la CVR sea lo más amplio posible, y que se promueva la investigación
científica y académica respecto a los temas aquí señalados. La única razón que podría
generar una excepción a esa regla debería ser la seguridad de víctimas o testigos. Por tal
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consideración, recomendamos que la Defensoría del Pueblo implemente un sistema de
difusión del acervo documental por medio de instituciones públicas y privadas.
These recommendations could seem as an opening from the government to analyze and
make sure the truth about the conflict reaches all the Peruvian society, but the report itself and
some of the consecutive attempts to fulfill this recommendation faced obstacles to say the least.
In February 2009 it was published that the Peruvian president, Alan García, had rejected
a donation of two million dollars, from the German government, to aid in the construction of a
museum of memory. A month later, the president yielded and accepted the donation. The
museum was inaugurated in December of 2015, with the name of LUM: Lugar de la Memoria, la
Tolerancia y la Inclusion Social. It holds permanent and temporary expositions that attempt, like
the CVR, to open and carry on the debate on the historical truth of the twenty years of conflict,
as well as provide a space and stimulus to generate conversations and awareness of the reasons
behind the emergence of this type of national tragedies. Alan García’s actions show efforts to
spread truth and seek reconciliation in Peru were not necessarily well received, and these actions
show a desire to silence those voices. But hostility towards the museum and a space for dialogue
did not stop there. On August 2007, the museum inaugurated a temporary exhibition by thirty-six
artists called Carpeta Colaborativa: De Resistencia Visual, 1992-2017.

Figure 3. Picture from Resistencia Visual taken from Diario Correo. Source:
https://diariocorreo.pe/cultura/resistencia-visual-de-que-trata-la-polemica-exposicion-del-lumfotos-769075/
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This exhibition consisted of thirty-six images that dealt with the year 1992 as a key year
in the history of Peru because it was the year of Fujimori’s auto-coup, the arrest of Abimael
Guzman, the disappearance of several students and a professor from Cantuta, a terrorist attack at
calle Tarata, the killings of two union leaders, and the first massive march for peace in
Miraflores and Villa el Salvador. The exhibition was announced by the LUM as “una propuesta a
la reflexión desde el presente, con el objetivo de generar diálogos, procesos y debates en
distintos espacios de la sociedad, especialmente entre los jóvenes, para contribuir a la
construcción de la memoria nacional.”70 The day after its inauguration, the Museum’s director
José Guillermo Nugent resigned to his position under the directive of the minister of culture,
Salvador del Solar. Del Solar had received a complaint from a congress member of the Fuerza
Popular, Keiko Fujimori’s party, that claimed the display was anti-Fujimori. Del Solar justified
the resignation stating that “Nugent had not respected his mandate to foster the LUM as a “space
in which all Peruvians can get closer to the delicate theme of memory with an open mind, as
much as possible, without feeling attacked, excluded, or inclined to reject the idea of visiting, to
anticipate or assume the predominance of a single vision or a political position over others.”71
(Milton 185). After his resignation, several scholars from the Symbolic Reparations Research
Project published an open letter urging the immediate reinstatement of Jose Guillermo Nugent as
the Museum’s Director, because they were “concerned about this apparent attempt to silence
open public debate of Peru’s history” (Open Letter).
The previous instances are only an example of an overarching system of repression in
which the structures of authority not only want to control the country, its people, and their

For more information refer to LUM’s website and the description of this exhibition:
https://lum.cultura.pe/exposiciones/resistencia-visual-1992-carpeta-colaborativa
71
For more information refer to the book “Conflicted Memory: Military Cultural Interventions and the
Human Rights Era in Peru” by Cynthia E. Milton.
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history, but they know that to do so, they have to control the discourse and narrative of the
official history. In addition, one can notice the efforts to extinguish any emergent urges of truth
and memory, and any spaces in which people can remember the past, talk about it, and turn truth
into more than an awareness or re-appropriated knowledge, but into actions that would hold
these structures accountable and in turn demand justice and change.
Nevertheless, the emergence of these spaces for memory and truth is not an isolated
event. After the report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission saw the light of day, and
probably prior to this event but to a lesser extent, many other spaces for memory and truth have
pushed open in the Peruvian society’s cultural landscape, but not without opposition. In theater,
there have been performances and plays like “La cautiva”, which faced an investigation by the
Dircote (Dirección contra el Terrorismo), the Peruvian government’s anti-terrorism branch of the
national police. There have been memorials like “El ojo que llora”, which was vandalized.
Photographic expositions like “Yuyanapaq: To Remember”, which also was received with
hostility by different sectors of society, and finally there is literature with books like La sangre
de la aurora, that are witnessing about a past and a history that is fighting to be told, dealt with,
and remembered. I argue that these spaces for memory and truth, for reflection and debate, have
not only surfaced as a search for truth and justice, or for memory as a cautionary tale, but beyond
these and many other reasons, these openings are symptoms of a trauma that has not been dealt
with, and their repetitive appearance present an opportunity for mourning beyond melancholy.
In the article “The Eye that Cries: Macro and Micro Narratives of Memory in Peru Post
Shining Path”, Katharine G. Trostel establishes the relationship between Lika Mutal’s monument
named “The Eye that Cries” and Karina Pacheco Medrano’s 2010 short story collection “Alma
Alga” as she asks the question “How does one construct a space to remember and to mark the
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loss of bodies now absent?” (284). Trostel then explains the way in which Mutal’s monument
provides a physical space to remember by seeking “to capture both the immensity of the loss of
life, as well as the sanctity of each individual body now absent” (284). The memorial consists of
a big stone in the center, that has a smaller rock embedded in the shape of an eye and which
constantly trickles water. The surrounding area is shaped like a circular labyrinth formed of
small pebbles, thousands of them, engraved with the name, age, and year of death of victims
from the armed conflict.72

Figure 4. Pictures of “The Eye that Cries” monument (Hite 109)
In a similar manner, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission is a macro narrative of the
conflict, and it includes many of the names of the people who were killed and tortured during the
times of the conflict. The report from the CVR is a source of information, data, and inspiration
that writers and artists used to continue with the initiative to seek truth, to speak truth to power,
and to seek justice through the dissemination of new knowledge, and of course through memory,
but its sheer size can also deter it from reaching its full potential. Its immensity, as that of the

Katherine Hite, in her article “‘The Eye that Cries’: The Politics of Representing Victims in
Contemporary Peru” talks about the controversy behind this memorial and its inclusion of the names of
41 prisoners from the Miguel Castro jail in Perú who were allegedly militants of the Sendero Luminoso,
and who were killed in a raid by the government during Fujimori’s presidency. Hite includes pictures
from the monument and a description as well.
72
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monument, offers a macro view into the magnitude of this traumatic event, which is a valid and
important perspective, but it is also vital to be able to see each pebble and remember that they are
the bodies absent, the lives lost, and to somehow see beyond the inscribed names, into their
stories. As mentioned above, the photographic exposition “Yuyanapaq: To Remember” is
another cultural product that reveals parts of the devastating realities lived by wide sectors of the
Peruvian society. The images below make visible the pain and loss that the armed conflicted
meant on the collective level, but also on the individual level.

Figure 5. A policeman was buried after being killed in Lima during a Shining Path raid in 1984.
Image from “Yuyanapaq. To remember”, https://www.movingwalls.org/movingwalls/8/yuyanapaq-remember.html
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Figure 6. A woman held a photograph of a family member who vanished from the province of
Ayacucho. Image from “Yuyanapaq. To remember”, https://www.movingwalls.org/movingwalls/8/yuyanapaq-remember.html
These images portray a loss that goes beyond statistics or death tolls, they point to
individual stories, that while part of a collective, bring forth the need to humanize these cultural
productions with life stories that go beyond victimhood to recognize their humanity.
This is where literature plays an important role because, even if through fiction, novels
like La sangre de la aurora can provide a more accessible way into the past, both because of its
readability and brevity, but also because the text, infused with feeling, is able to transmit
emotion, an experience, and a sense of reality than one would not get from reading the Truth
Commission Report. The language used in the Truth Commission Report is scientific and
burdened by the weight of historical accuracy and verisimilitude. It is evidentiary in nature and
thus lacks the freedom it needs to provide emotional affect in its readers. Suzanne Keen asserts
that novels are effective tools to produce empathic responses that could lead to productive
responses. She states “the perception of fictionality releases novel-readers from the normal state
of alert suspicion of other’s motives that often acts as a barrier to empathy. This means that the
contract of fictionality offers a no-strings-attached opportunity for emotional transactions of
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great intensity” (168). It is important to notice that even though this essay will focus on La
sangre de la aurora, there is a large corpus of Peruvian literary texts have found the stories and
experiences of the Peruvian armed conflict as sources of information for their plots. As Erika
Almenara states in her article “Trauma y memoria en La sangre de la aurora de Claudia Salazar
y Magallanes de Salvador del Solar,”
En el contexto de este conflicto, se publicaron una serie de textos literarios bajo el rótulo
de “literatura peruana de la violencia.” De acuerdo a Mark R. Cox, desde 1982 se han
publicado aproximadamente 47 novelas que abordan el tema de la violencia política en el
Perú (Cox 7). De igual manera, emergieron una serie de películas abordando este mismo
tema como las dirigidas por Josué Méndez, Joel Calero, Héctor Gálvez, Adrián Saba,
Claudia Llosa y Rosario García-Montero. En los últimos diez años, sin embargo, han
surgido nuevas voces en el extenso mapa de la producción cultural peruana que siguen
inquiriendo, desde novedosas técnicas, acerca de las razones, lógicas y consecuencias de
dicho conflicto. (56)
Therefore, novels like Alonso Cueto’s La hora azul (2005), Karina Pacheco’s La
voluntad del molle (2017), Raúl Tola’s Toque de queda (2008), Marie Arana’s Lima Nights
(2010), and Santiago Roncagliolo’s Abril Rojo (2006), among others, were published after the
publication of the CVR and in one way or another relate to the issues of the Peruvian armed
conflict and its aftermath. Nevertheless, I have intentionally decided to focus on Claudia
Salazar’s novel, as I have found it to epitomize the main aspects of my study, be it its strong
empathic force despite its undoubtedly similarity to the stories found in the CVR, and the fact
that its author, characters, and protagonist are all female and thus provide a glimpse at the social,
political and experiential implications of being a woman during the armed conflict. Finally, La
sangre de la aurora provides a narrative that focuses on mourning, memory, and hope, different
from literary tendencies infatuated with violence, death, and melancholy, and it is this leaning
towards working through the past that provides the possibility of a suturing of the subject and of
the collective tissue of society.
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Chapter 4. La sangre de la aurora: Different Experiences of the Conflict.
4.1. Three Views: Victims, Perpetrators, and Bystanders
As it was mentioned, the creation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was not an
easy task, it was received with hostility, and the enterprises that it inspired had to fight the status
quo and the forces that prescribed widespread silence and impunity. One of the voices that has
been silenced through generations is the voices of women. Women, actively participated in all
areas of the conflict, but most of the time this group has gone unnoticed as writers focused once
again on the figure of a male protagonist, be it Abimael Guzmán, Alberto Fujimori, or fictitious
male characters. This tendency is not new, as it only reflects one of the structural faults in the
way people have been taught to think about nations, their foundation, and the issue of violence,
with respect to the role of women; and the underlying idea of history as a male realm. The figure
of the woman has been used in the foundational fictions as the nurturer, life-giving, intimate, and
loving component of the nation. It has been the object that needs to be protected, the “patria.” On
the other hand, the male image is usually equaled to the defender, the active and more violent
being, which in turn protects and builds the nation.73 One can look all the way back to the
conquest of America, and see that the narrative was already being gendered. America was the
woman to be explored and used, and the male conquistadors were represented as the active
characters in charge of taming the wild continent and its peoples. Women in Latin America were
measured against a contradictory standard, expected to resemble Mary while at the same time
seen as sexual objects at the service of men. Women’s role was to be limited to the domestic
realm and almost inseparable from reproductive aspects, thus the values that society esteemed in

Refer to the book Foundational Fictions by Doris Sommer, chapter 9 “Love of Country: Populism’s
Revised Romance in La Vorágine and Doña Barbara”, page 258.
73
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a woman were those related to being motherly, selfless, and nourishing. In her essay “Habrá
cantos sobre oscuros momentos: trauma femenino en La teta asustada de Claudia Llosa,” Rebeca
Maseda asserts that there is certainly an overrepresentation of trauma, but an underrepresentation
of female trauma. She suggests that while women are present and very much participants on
history and wars, their trauma has been suppressed while male suffering is elevated and seen as
heroic. “Esta tradición no sólo excluye de la historia las experiencias de las mujeres, sino que
también “elevates male suffering as a sensitive or privileged illness” (Petro 197). Las
experiencias traumáticas públicas de los hombres encuentran su opuesto en las experiencias
privadas, secretas, excluidas de las mujeres” (20). Once again, but this time in the representation
of history, women’s voices are relegated to the private realm, and as Judith Herman states “The
most common trauma of women remains confined to the sphere of private life, without formal
recognition or restitution from the community” (73). This is a dangerous practice, because the
experiences and trauma of women, if not dealt with or even made public, perpetuate the versions
of official history that pushes them to the margin or renders them just as victims without agency.
In contrast, women in the Peruvian armed conflict not only represented a great number of
the Shining Path’s militants, 40% of the group, but they were a significant part of the party´s
leadership and organization, two out of the three leaders were female. Moreover, women were
greatly affected by the armed conflict, the CVR report establishes that at least 83% of the sexual
violations were perpetrated against women, thousands of women died, disappeared, or were
tortured, and most of the forcibly displaced were also women. Evidently women were central to
the Peruvian armed conflict, but they do not participate equally in the negotiations, dialogue, or
politics. Even the conformation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission reflects this
disparity, as only two out of the twelve CVR commissioners were female.
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In addition, women have been more prone to suffer sexual violations and tortures during
the armed conflicts. As it was mentioned, in Peru 83% of the sexual violations were perpetrated
against women. It is not until recently that these crimes have been included when compiling the
reports for human rights violations, and even if accounted for in the final report, they are less
visible, their reporting is likely inaccurate as they not necessarily result in death, and this type of
violence is frequently underreported due to shame, safety concerns, fear, or to avoid having to
relive the experience while serving as witness.
A couple decades have passed since the signing of the peace agreements that marked an
end to the fight between the “Sendero Luminoso” and the Peruvian government, and there are
still narratives that emerge which are tinted with different aspects from the conflict. One of the
reasons one might think these narratives still arise is to bring forward stories that have not been
told; to bring light to the voices that haven’t been heard and thus have not yet partaken in the
mourning process of the great loss this conflict inflicted on its victims.
Claudia Salazar Jimenez, a young Peruvian writer who embarked in the journey of telling
stories, brings forward the voices and experiences of women in her novel La sangre de la
aurora. Women who are not only victims, but also participants within the conflict, and women
who like the rest of the country’s affected populations, have endured violence, trauma, and the
imposition of silence. Claudia Salazar brings women’s stories forward to challenge the official
version of history, and while doing so her narrative, and herself as a queer writer, contest the
prevalent and engrained connotations of womanhood that are present both in society and in the
literary world.
Her short novel La sangre de la aurora was published in 2013, was awarded the Premio
las Américas de Narrativa Latinoamericana in Puerto Rico on 2014 and has been translated into
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English by Elizabeth Bryer under the title Blood of the Dawn. The narrative is set during the
years of the Peruvian armed conflict, focusing on the struggle between the Shining Path and the
Peruvian military forces from the government. It seeks to provides an balanced view inside the
conflict and manifests the complexities of the social structures that led to it, while portraying
women as agents and participants.
It is a short novel consisting of 96 pages and structured in short episodes or accounts
from the three female protagonists and some quotes related to the ideological basis of the
Shining Path. These quotes come directly from Mao Zedong, Marx, the central committee of the
Shining Path, and Lenin, and all of them are linked to the relationship between women and the
revolution. Mónica Cárdenas Moreno states in her article, “Ruptura del cuerpo y ruptura del
lenguaje en la novela de la memoria histórica del Perú”, about the insertion of these ideological
quotes in the narrative,
Estas citas no solo tienen por objetivo hacernos ingresar al contexto ideologizado del
conflicto armado interno, sino que todas ellas están relacionadas con la inclusión de la
mujer en el proceso revolucionario, por ejemplo la cita de Marx: “Cualquiera que
conozca algo de historia sabe que los grandes cambios sociales son imposibles sin el
fermento femenino” (Salazar 11) con la que se inicia la novela. (35).
All of the accounts or vignettes within the novel are separated by a dash, they are not
numbered or titled, and at first it is not clear to whom they refer until the reader goes deeper and
figures it out from the context and content of the account. The novel features three female
protagonists whose characters, even though fictitious, present a story that shares a very strong
similitude to records of the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission report (CVR). The
novel, with its fragmented arrangement, resembles the act of looking at snapshots from the
Peruvian armed conflict through the eyes of these characters, and each one of the main female
characters seems to encompass one group of women that might have been involved in the
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conflict:74 Modesta, an indigenous woman, native of the rural area that was most affected by
violence and trauma, the province of Ayacucho; Marcela, a university professor who became a
militant and leader in the Shining Path; and Melanie, an affluent photographer from the city
whose curiosity about the conflict took her to the eye of the storm, and there she experienced its
violence first hand. As Almenara states, Salazar’s characters display instances of women’s
empowerment within oppression. She states that this approach to the armed conflict that does not
reduce women to only victims is a key aspect that differentiates it from other recent cultural
productions,
Sin embargo, lo que hace a La sangre de la aurora destacar entre las nuevas
producciones culturales vinculadas al conflicto armado interno, no es solo su crítica
política de la violencia producida por el Estado peruano hacia las mujeres indígenas
quechua-hablantes, sino también que la novela sugiere o señala formas en que esta
violencia fue de alguna manera resistida. Sostengo esto porque a diferencia de otras
narrativas del conflicto, las mujeres retratadas por Salazar no pierden por completo su
agencia, sino que más bien la afirman a través de pequeñas decisiones que toman sobre
sus propias vidas. Por ejemplo, como ya he anotado, Marcela renuncia a su papel
normativo de madre y esposa para unirse a un grupo Maoísta en donde logra tener una de
las posiciones más importantes; Melanie abandona su burbuja de privilegio y comodidad
donde los campesinos indígenas quechua-hablantes son considerados “lo peor que existe”
(Salazar 42); y Modesta, a quien su padre no le permitía ir al colegio porque consideraba
que debía ocuparse de la chacra y tejer hasta que consiguiera un marido que se ocupara
de todo (Salazar 51), abandona su poblado para construir otro tipo de comunidad con
mujeres que han tenido su misma experiencia.
The narration within the novel starts from a point in which all the three stories converge,
and it then backtracks from this point to unravel each story in what seems a mostly chronological
manner, but not without some flashbacks or memory recalls. It is mainly narrated in the first
person by Marcela and Melanie, and in the case of Modesta, it starts with a narration in the

74

This element of a collective narrative embedded in the individual characters recalls testimonial
literature and testimonios, in which although the focus of the narrative is the life story of a person, there
was still a sense of it also being the voice of a collectivity.
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second person and then transitions to the first person at a turning point in her life. These voices
also differ in the lexicon they use and the angles they present of the conflict, which will be
presented and analyzed later. The characters personify some of the female agents and victims of
the Peruvian armed conflict while making us realize that the atrocities were perpetrated by and to
human beings, and women were agents present at all sides of the conflict. Though the Peruvian
army was not granted a main character in the novel, its presence is very evident in the
descriptions of the military plans and in the carrying out of violence and killings throughout the
narrative. It is important that, even though the novel does not pretend to give a totalizing view of
the conflict it presents three perspectives into these events: the view of a victim, a perpetrator,
and an external viewer, as we will see further in the book, and all these views are expressed
through the experience of women.
It is key to emphasize that even though stories might converge, trauma is experienced
differently among all groups of people, and among women as well, therefore their ways of
dealing with trauma and mourning is complex. The main character’s lives show that the conflict
affected and still marks every person in a different manner, their backgrounds, living conditions,
education, and effects of trauma are very different; thus, their ways of moving on also will
differ.75 This complexity breaks the stereotype of a single female experience of history, and the
idea of a single woman agenda or politics. Salazar’s book shows that women cannot be
simplified as a homogeneous group that shares all interests, oppressions, and who seek the same
political or social goals. On the other hand, in collectivity one can find power, but it is important
to bear in mind that within those collectivities there is difference.
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Refer to Chandra Talpade Mohanty Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing
Solidarity, the chapter four “Sisterhood, Coalition, and the Politics of Experience” page 106.
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La sangre de la aurora starts with an epigraph from César Vallejo’s poem “Los nueve
monstruos” that reads, “Jamás, hombres humanos, / hubo tanto dolor en el pecho, en la solapa,
en la cartera, / en el vaso, en la carnicería, en la aritmética! / Jamás tanto cariño doloroso /
jamás tan cerca arremetió lo lejos.” This epigraph is an augury of the novel, of the way its
writing is intrinsically related to the material, to the bodies, the experiences, and the wholeness
of the victims whose humanity is affected from the very core of their beings to the quotidian and
ephemeral. Pain is something material, as related to a subject who’s rational being is linked to
her emotions and thus Vallejo connects pain and arithmetic. Salazar connects from the very
beginning of her novel the words, and the literary with the emotional and experiential realm
which is inherently associated with the logical or the material reality.76 Furthermore, it is through
the eyes of pain and experience that we work the traumas of the past with an approach that while
not claiming totality, presents fragments and revisits those wounds in search of truth, mourning,
and restitution. Vallejo’s quote also elucidates on the remoteness of trauma, the feeling of
inaccessibility even though it is also intimate and near, as I will analyze later.
After the epigraph, Salazar starts the narration from a point of convergence, the moment
in which Modesta, Marcela, and Melanie are captured by the army, and this moment is marked
by a lack of light, a blackout. This account resembles a stream of consciousness in which the
author subtly introduces the characters with a brief line of what they were doing at the time of
the blackout, but also introduces the image of light and darkness as a metaphor or theme that will
continue throughout the novel. The account says,
apagón total oscuridad ¿dónde fue? en todas partes… ¿de dónde vino? Cocinando en mi
casita esperando mi esposo apagón pasando a máquina actas de la reunión apagón
revelando unas fotos apagón… ¿Cuándo volverá la luz? Velas prende la radio no
See Martha C. Nussbaum’s Upheavals of Thougth: The Intelligence of Emotions for more information
about how emotions and reason are connected through the concepts of value, and thus related to cultural
source and ethics.
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encuentro los fósforos tres velas sin fósforos saca chispas de las piedras mentira…ir al
epicentro donde está pasando lo que no vemos bomba contar lo que está pasando al otro
lado de las torres ver ¿dónde estaba cada una de ellas tres? apagón. (Salazar 18)
The images of a blackout and of light are metatextual representations of the processes
that the reader will encounter in the novel. There is the direct way in which this account refers to
the characters as candles, that once lit, will shed light on the events of the armed conflict from
their perspectives. The fragment incorporates key questions that allude to a process of
clarification, the location – where was it? the causes or reasons – where did it come from? How
to restore the light and when, and where were they? These questions are also a reference to the
process of historical clarification undertaken by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, as the
account also states going to the epicenter where everything is happening and talking about what
is happening at the other side. This image of a dawn, as in the novel’s name La sangre de la
aurora (The Blood of the Dawn), is a light that when it starts to shine reveals the stories of
bloodshed and horror that took place during the armed conflict. Furthermore, the image of a
blackout is remarkable with respects to the theory of trauma that will be central to this study,
because it symbolizes a sudden and unexpected event that not only takes us by surprise, but
leaves us in the dark as we are not able to take into cognition what is happening or what
happened, until after a proper process of clarification and of coming to terms with it.
As I mentioned before, the novel expands on the women’s experience of the conflict
through a narrative that intertwines the stories of the three main characters: the view of a victim
in Modesta’s story, the point of view of an external viewer in Melanie’s life, and the view of a
perpetrator in Marcela’s story. Again, this experimental approach of a multiplicity of voices, and
the embedded aspect of the collective, is a key contribution of this novel in comparison to the
narratives that testimonios or the truth commission reports bring forth. Shoshana Felman in an
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essay dealing with Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah (1985), points to the importance of his choice
in presenting “the difference of perspective between three groups of witnesses.”77 She states:
What is at stake in this division is not simply a diversity of points of view or of degrees
of implication and emotional involvement, but the incommensurability of different
topographical and cognitive positions, between which the discrepancy cannot be
breached. More concretely, what the categories in the film give to see is three different
performances of the act of seeing. (The Claims 298)
She mentions that one of the differences is actually “what and how they do not see, by
what and how they fail to witness.” In La sangre de la aurora the first point of view the reader
sees is the one from the perpetrator, Marcela. It is important to mention that the Peruvian conflict
has two main perpetrators, the Shining Path and the Peruvian government and military. Even
though the novel does not have a main character from the Peruvian military or government, their
views and actions are expressed. Therefore, there are two perpetrators and each of them has a
way of seeing or performing the act of seeing. On one hand the Shining Path wanted to make the
conflict public as to demand the attention of the government and citizenry, and thus take the
revolution from the country to the city. Meanwhile, the Peruvian government wanted to make
their own atrocities and responsibility invisible and even manipulate the media to inculpate the
Shining Path of their own abuses. Media was also key in Fujimori’s autogolpe, taking credit for
the capture of Abimael Guzman, and later, in Fujimori’s scheme of taking advantage of and even
exacerbating the sense of fear and terror of the Shining Path’s era as a way of controlling and
appeasing the population while establishing a dictatorial system and embezzling government
funds.78 The government used a system of mediatic manipulation that did see the conflict but to a

Refer to the book The Claims of Literature: A Shoshana Felman Reader, Chapter 10 “From “’The
Return of the Voice: Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah”’.
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See Jo-Marie Burt’s essay “Guilty as Charged: The Trial of Former Peruvian President Alberto
Fujimori for Human Rights Violations”, page 387. She focuses on the charges and verdict of the trial
against Fujimori and evidence of his widespread corruption, as is the case of the Montesino’s videotapes.
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certain extent controlled what the general population, especially in the city, saw. Some from the
government, the Shining Path, and the military also saw the atrocities because they inflicted them
on the victims.
4.2. Perspective of a Female Perpetrator: Marcela.
Marcela’s accounts start while she is waiting to be interrogated by the comandante
Romero. Her mind divagates to the beginning or her work as an activist. She was a professor and
a pedagogue who worked in a social project that failed due to lack of governmental support. Her
frustration with the lack of involvement from the government in social justice is later portrayed
as part of the motivation that mobilized her to become a militant and a leader of the Shining
Path. The language she uses reflects her education and her political and militant views and
knowledge of the Shining Path ideology. In this short account, the reader realizes that Marcela
has a daughter, but we are not made aware of her views about motherhood yet.
Later in the book, the idea of motherhood is repeatedly implied during Marcela’s mental
regressions, in the vignettes from the indigenous women like Modesta, and with the mention of
the Andean motherlike deity Pachamama. Motherhood is a complex concept and the novel
exposes some of its intricacies and contrarieties. Marcela is a mother, she is also a professor, a
pedagogue and very involved in community development. The first fragment that introduces her
character happens before she is interrogated, she is remembering an occasion in which she had
gone to visit a community where she was working on a project. While she was talking about her
project the words: ¡¡¡Mami!!! interrupted her twice until she reacted and ran to her daughter. The
next fragment, her interaction with her daughter shows a sensitivity towards her daughter,
motherly love and compassion, but at the same time it is counterposed by a growing sensitivity
towards the dispossessed. She mentions that she brought her daughter to the project to sensitize
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her, and when she responds to her daughter’s cry who was being sucked by the hot sand, Marcela
immediately looks around and sees the children who live permanently in those conditions and
restrains her daughter’s tears.
Le acaricié la cabeza y retiré la arena que se había metido entre sus cabellos.
Tranquilízate que aquí estoy contigo, nada malo te va a pasar, le dije. Pase mis manos
por sus sienes en un movimiento que siempre la relajaba…. Los niños se aglomeraron a
nuestro alrededor, en ese arenal perdido, sin zapatos, las ropas desgastadas, los pies sobre
la arena caliente, poquísima agua y sin quejarse. Para ellos realmente no había piso. No
se podía perder el tiempo en tonterías cuando había tanto que hacer. Ya deja de llorar,
nosotras somos valientes. (Salazar 19)
Marcela’s change in attitude and the growing tensions within her can be seen from both
her enunciations, the phrases in italics. This internal tension intensifies when her project fails due
to lack of funds and government support, and she is invited to a Shining Path meeting in which
the charismatic speaker convinces her on two fronts. On one hand, faced with the impotence of
failed projects the Shining Path offered power, ‘“El objetivo primordial es el poder. Ya lo dijo
Lenin, camaradas: “Salvo el poder, todo es ilusión”’. On the other hand, she saw a purpose and
freedom that, as a woman, had been denied to her.
Él levantó una ceja, se acomodó los anteojos… y habló. Su mayor incorporación al
proceso de la producción y la misma agudización de la lucha de clases en el país plantea
necesariamente el problema central de la politización de la mujer como parte integrante
de la guerra popular. El Estado, cada vez más reaccionario, les niega el futuro. El único
camino de la mujer profesional es asumir el rol que como intelectual la historia le
demanda: participar en la revolución. Lo vi todo, como si una fuerte luz que salía de su
garganta me atravesara el pecho… El suyo era el único camino posible. (Salazar 30)
Her regressions also take her to her marriage, and to question the routine of life and the
roles that she sees society has for women: “Hijos. Casa. Cocina… Escena perfectamente
montada, preparada para mí desde que nací. Un camino sin ninguna salida, lo mismo que les toca
a casi todas por haber nacido así. Mi tiempo exprimido, arena gastada del reloj, un caballo con
los ojos cubiertos. Único camino que te dan” (Salazar 32). She decides she cannot do both her
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domestic life and her revolutionary activities and leaves her husband and daughter. When
questioned about her daughter, she states that she wants her daughter to live in a different world.
In this way, for Marcela motherhood and marriage, make-up and vanity were all signs of
weakness and had to be removed in order to be fully submitted to the cause of the Shining Path.
From this moment on, Marcela starts a journey of training, preparation and a struggle for power
and strength. Her accounts not only deal with her rupture from what is usually conceived as
women’s roles in the domestic or family environment, but also with her estrangement from
religion as it represented another instance in which she was forced into submission. Once again,
when she remembers one of her killings and struggles with it, she has a flashback that takes her
to memories of religion. She tries to forget the eyes of the man she killed, and while trying to
distract herself from that image she remembers her childhood and her sister Rosa. She
remembers that while playing mass with her sister, her mother lets her know that she cannot be a
priest because she is a woman. Likewise, her priest tells her that she is a good sheep but
reprimands her when she takes the role of priest. Finally, her complete fall out of faith came
when her sister Rosa died in an accident. Marcela fights all these instances of powerlessness with
the power she found in the Shining Path, and the purpose she encountered within the
organization. “Más fuerza, más belicosidad, nada de maridos, ni cocina, ni hijos. Nada que me
debilite. Aumentar mi fuerza para ponerla al servicio de la revolución, esa era la consigna”
(Salazar 41). It is not difficult to realize that Marcela, Comrade Marta, alludes to the real-life
character Elena Iparraguirre Revoredo or Comrade Miriam who would become second in
command of the Shining Path.
Therefore, Marcela is one instance of a woman’s experience of the conflict, the
experience of a perpetrator who sought agency in what she perceived her only way within the
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country’s oppression, and for her it was found in her participation in the Shining Path. Her
episodes show the reader how Marcela was so focused on obtaining power, to fight for what she
conceived as a good cause that she could not see past that. She did not see her daughter being
abandoned, the lost lives and pain of the indigenous and dispossessed. She tries not to see the
humanity in her path, and focus on the revolution, “a veces me asalta desprevenida la cara de un
hombre al que le acerqué la muerte. Recuerdo sus ojos. Se me han quedado enganchados en la
memoria… Esos ojos hablaron en un cuerpo que casi no tenía dolor. Podría seguir viviendo de
no ser por mi bala. Pero es así, la revolución requiere la cuota de sangre. Así es. Combato ese
recuerdo y pienso en mi niñez. Tengo que despegarme los ojos de la mente” (Salazar 7).
Women were greatly recruited by the Shining Path, as Gabriela Tarazona-Sevillano states
in her essay “The Organization of the Shining Path”, it had to do with the oppression in which
they lived and the sense that participating with the Shining Path offered “an escape, a promise to
treat both its male and female members equally. Hence for the women fighting in Sendero’s
ranks, the struggle is imbued with higher stakes. They are fighting for more than just political
and economic justice; they are fighting for equality” (199). On the other hand, the Shining Path
was somewhat oppressive because Abimael Guzman was the leader and women, even if they
were part of the leadership, were relegated to second or third place. As Cárdenas Moreno states
referring to the inclusion of ideological quotes,
Tenemos otro ejemplo de esta perspectiva de lucha en la cita de Mao Tse Tung: “la
verdadera igualdad entre el hombre y la mujer solo puede alcanzarse en el proceso de la
transformación socialista de la sociedad en su conjunto” …A partir de ellas, por un lado,
se inserta la lucha feminista dentro del proceso revolucionario y, por otro lado, se muestra
la contradicción entre las consignas y la discriminación y la violencia que sufren las
mujeres dentro y fuera de Sendero. (35)
La sangre de la aurora does not shy away from these complexities as Marcela is
questioned about Fernanda’s fate (Comrade Nora), who was married to Abimael Guzmán and
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second in command. Comrade Nora died in yet unknown circumstances, and in the book, her
death was attributed to result from her challenges to her husband. Even so, it is not a secret that
all Shining Path members had to promise full and complete submission to the Shining Path and
to Abimael Guzman,79 and that is one submission Marcela does not question or protest, she
rather sees past it. At the end of her story, Marcela states “Tengo toda la vida para pensar y
seguir recordando. Todo el tiempo del mundo para pensar también en mi hija. ¿Cómo estará?
¿Cuánto habrá crecido? ¿Se acordará de mí? La aurora la dejó si mamá ¿La entenderá? ¿Me
perdonará?” (Salazar 92). For the first time in her story, she questions herself about her daughter
and about forgiveness, and even then, she follows her statement with “Corresponde ahora
sopesar cada detalle, cada exceso, pues errores no tuvimos. No hubo. La violencia es la partera
de la historia” (Salazar 92).
4.3. Perspective of a Female Campesina Victim: Modesta.
The point of view of Modesta, the victim, is very different. She is an indigenous woman
and her story starts with some traditional indigenous rituals and celebrations. This information is
key because it creates a glimpse of quotidian life for the people that suffered the most violence
and abuse. Her environment is different, they live in the countryside and the means of living are
directly related to working the land. Her initial accounts are presented in the second person,
almost like she is in a dialogue with her conscience or her mind, but also this narrative choice
can be seen as a tool to present both a bridge and an abyss between the reader who comes from a
site that is external to her world, or from a reader that might have had a similar background. This

See The Peru Reader: History, Culture, Politics, in Part VI “Oath of Loyalty” in which a party member
claims “full and unconditional submission” and “especially Gonzalo Thought, all-powerful and infallible
ideology that illuminates our path and arms our minds” (351). This letter showed the utter allegiance to
the party, from the party members, and the personality cult to Abimael Guzman, or “Presidente Gonzalo”
that was prevalent among them.
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choice of narrating voice is notable if seen vis-à-vis testimonios or testimonial literature that is
usually narrated in the first person although it is mediated by the interlocutor. In this case there is
also an interlocutor that addresses Modesta and tells her story. The use of personal deixis shows
that it is important to be cautious about a possible thoughtless identification with the characters,
especially when the reader’s education assumes a certain transparency and simplification of the
individuals to what is read or perceived of them. In contrast, it is important to notice the
complexities, silences, differences, and thus position oneself at a distance in order to give a more
respectful approach to their stories.80 April M. Knupp in her article "Lucanamarca, el genocidio y
la violación sexual en La sangre de la aurora" proposes that this use of the second person can be
due to the internalization of the sense of otherness and dehumanization that Modesta feels, from
society, within her own mind (88). Knupp refers to Mieke Bal and his book Narratology:
Introduction to the Theory of Narrative in which he states,
Not only is the ‘you’ a clearly distinct, even semantically dense individual doing certain
things, but the other people … are consistently described in the third person. The ‘you’ is
cut off from the others, or cuts them off, so that, rather than mutually confirming one
another’s subjectivity, the figure of this ‘you’ lapses into an autistic monologism. The
pronoun ‘you’ becomes a reminder of the alienation, that recession of subjectivity, rather
than a fulfillment of it. As a consequence, the ‘you’ can never be identified with the
reader, nor is the reader the ‘you’’s symmetrical counterpart the ‘I.’ (Bal 30)
Bal’s assertion with regards to the use of the second person seems to fit Modesta’s internal
alienation and the possibility of distancing the reader from a character as stated above.
Furthermore, Bal points to the dynamics behind a narrating shift that Modesta faces later in her
story. Her accounts change from the second person to a first-person narrative. Bal states,
“Conversely, the ‘you’ becomes an ‘I’ as soon as the perspective shifts. It is only as (potential)
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It is important to be cautious when reading about the life of an indigenous woman, as Doris Sommer
states in her book Proceed with Caution, When Engaged by Minority Writing in the Americas “to respect
Otherness, instead of presuming to incorporate it into a knowable self” (6).
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‘I’ that the ‘you’ him- or herself has the subjectivity to act, hence, to confirm the subjectivity of
the previous ‘I’” (30).
Overall, these accounts bring forth her humanness, as well as it prepares the readers by
showing them a hint of what Modesta is about to lose at the hands of the Shining Path and the
Peruvian army.
Aquí donde has nacido, la tierra es dura. Intuyes que la vida detrás de los cerros es
diferente. ¿Cómo será pues por allá? La curiosidad todavía no ha anidado para hacer alas
en ti. Ya vendrá su tiempo. Recoges el agua y vuelves a tu casa, a tu familia, a tus
animalitos, a tu chacra. A todos los que te reclaman. Esta es la tierra que conoces y te da
seguridad, estás enraizada, amarrada a ella aunque te cueste mucho hacerla producir.
Pachamama es generosa cuando la tratas bien. (Salazar 37)
The reader then realizes that she is married and has two children, Abel and Enrique. Her
difficulties are different from those of people in the city, but she is still faced with the
contradictions in the perceptions of womanhood. On one hand, it is valued that she is submissive
and quiet, and on the other hand, when she does not speak up to demand less work for her
husband during a council meeting, he beats her. Modesta´s response to this event was to justify
her husband because of her dependence on him. “¿Qué harías sin él, pues? Pachamama no se
deja fertilizar así nomás, te hace falta el brazo robusto de tu marido para que pueda brotar y
alimentar a tu familia. Ya después nomás los cocachos se pasan. Así son las cosas” (Salazar 44).
Modesta is submissive, quiet, and follows the traditions of her land and people, but even within
the oppressions of her specific environment she seeks agency. Her mother wants her to learn, so
she tried to convince him to send Modesta to school. His replies were that she would have to take
care of the “chacra” or parcel of land, she needed to learn how to knit, and cook because once
she got married her husband would take care of everything. Her mother shows agency within
their oppressive system when she lends Modesta his brother’s books and then purchases a
notebook for her so that she can practice her writing. “Tu mamá llevó tu mano y dibujaste tu
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primera A. Sonríes victoriosa. Hay muchas hojas blancas, blanquitas para llenarlas de letras. Te
voy a enseñar todo lo que pueda, hijita, te decía ella mientras te acariciaba la frente” (58).
Therefore, the accounts about Modesta, mostly narrated in the second person, show the
quotidian in order to juxtapose it with the traumatic events and let the reader see her trauma. One
of those instances of trauma is related to motherhood and comes when the Shining Path goes to
her town and forces her to smother her own child Enriquito to death. “Te niegas, no vas a ahogar
a tu propio hijo. O lo aprietas contra tu pecho tú misma o lo que voy a hacer es esto y en el aire
hace como si pusiera algo boca abajo y lo rasgara por la mitad como una hoja de papel. Sabes
que nunca ahogarías a tu propio hijo, pero el pequeño Enrique ya no vive” (Salazar 61).
After she loses Enrique, she suffers through all kinds of abuses, sexual, physical and
emotional abuse, all because she wants to survive for her son, Abel. “Es necesario mantenerte
viva porque tu pequeño Abelito es todo lo que te queda” (Salazar 76). Later, when the soldiers
come to eat and to sexually abuse her, she could not take her son out of the tent in time. While
she was being sexually abused, she looks to her son who is hiding under the bed, and this makes
the soldiers aware of his presence. “El soldado voltea también y ahí lo ve. Abel. Sus ojos. Un
soldado en ti, los otros sacan a Abel debajo de la cama. No quisiste ver, pero miraste cuando tu
hijo estaba dejando de mirar, cuando le apagaban la luz para siempre. Abel sin luz. Nunca más”
(80). The author’s name choice for Modesta’s last surviving son is key on several levels. The
meaning of the Hebrew name Abel is “breath”, and for Modesta, when the soldiers killed him,
they not only took his last breath but also took hers. In her previous account of rape and violence
Modesta finishes with the words “Vas a morirte. No quieres morirte. Vas a morir. Mejor morise.
Respirar. Vivir. Respirar. Temblar. Vivir”, then after they killed Abel she states, “es tan tuya tu
muerte, tan tuya… Lo único que realmente te pertenece” (81). Even though she is still alive, this
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figurative act of dying also means a rebirth. Her next fragment tells of the baby’s birth that
resulted from the acts of rape that she suffered, this birth marks a turning point, a rebirth in her
life, as her account switches to the first person. On the other hand, Abel’s biblical story depicts
his death at the hand of his own brother, an allusion to the nature of an internal conflict in which
the struggle is against one’s own siblings or fellow citizens. Salazar inserts a fragment in
between the accounts of rape that points to a common source, a bleeding womb that encloses all,
and to the relationship of the people inside as brothers. It says, “Los lazos se estrechan así matriz
ensangrentada todos juntos somos uno dentro de ella… todos hermanos todos la tropa entera en
ella en ellas en esas las putas las cholas las terrucas las periodistas las hijas las madres
todas…somos hermanos” (79). Furthermore, the description of this very traumatic event, the
killing of Abel, becomes a picture of light and darkness, and of what is seen versus what is
unrevealed, which is another continuous metaphor that the reader will encounter in the novel.
“No quisiste ver, pero miraste cuando tu hijo estaba dejando de mirar, cuando le apagaban la luz
para siempre. Abel sin luz” (Salazar 80). This act of extinguishing a light is significant because it
takes the reader back to the very beginning of the novel, a blackout and the moment in which the
three female characters are taken by the army. This instance of darkness is a striking metaphor
for the beginning of the novel because “busca mostrar cómo se vivió el conflicto ‘desde dentro’
por quienes, desde la oscuridad literal y simbólica, no comprendían lo que pasaba ni por qué”
(Cárdenas 36). As Cárdenas states each character is like a candle that will bring light in order to
reveal what happened during the conflict from their perspectives, a view that in Peru has been
generally understated.
She, her consciousness, is not able to describe the events that are happening in a more
detailed manner. The horror that she is living escapes the grasp of language and is only captured
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by a sight of light being extinguished. Her view of the events as a victim is different because she
sees, she is a witness, but cannot grasp or internalize what is happening. As Felman puts it: “they
do not understand the purpose and the destination of what they see: overwhelmed by loss and
deception, they are blind to the significance of what they witness” (The Claims 298). Caruth also
presents this phenomenon, and links it to the wound to the mind, when she mentions that
trauma is understood as a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon the mind. But what
seems to be suggested by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle is that the wound of the
mind—the breach in the mind’s experience of time, self, and the world—is not, like the
wound of the body, a simple and healable event, but rather an event that,…, is experienced
too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to consciousness
until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the nightmares and repetitive actions of the
survivor. (Unclaimed 3)
Modesta explains that she feels like she is losing her mind, nothing makes sense for her
anymore. She saw what happened but could not comprehend it.
Recoges del piso los pedacitos de ti que todavía quedan. Por momentos estás lúcida, por
momentos te sientes vacía. Olvidas lo que piensas, quieres enloquecer. Te duele la
cabeza, mucho, el cuerpo te duele. No te sientes normal desde aquel día en el salón
comunal, cuando mataron a Justina y a los demás, cuando todo el mundo se te puso patas
arriba. Pachacuti. Terremoto. Mundo de cabeza. Lo que era ya no existe más, ahora todo
es otra cosa…un río de lágrimas sale de tus ojos como si fueran cascadas. No paran las
lágrimas. Sientes que en ese río se va el dolor de todo tu cuerpo. Y quieres hablar. (84)
Modesta compares her feeling of the world upside down to an earthquake that distorted
everything, and life is longer what it used to be. Pachacuti, the Andean concept of “the
termination and reversal of an established order whether past, present or future” (Maccormack
961) is important here because it ties her story to the larger picture of Peruvian history in which
pachacuti was also representative of other times of upheaval, like the era of the conquest or the
end of Inca dynasties.81 It meant a traumatic change, but also a new beginning. This entry is a

See “Pachacuti: Miracles, Punishments, and Last Judgment: Visionary Past and Prophetic Future in
Early Colonial Peru” by Sabine Maccormack for more information about the concept of Pachacuti. Also,
Ralph Bauer analyzes the concept of Pachacuti in the texts and drawings of Felipe Guaman Poma de
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clear example of how trauma breaks the frame of reference of the victim as she cannot
understand the events, but realizes she does want to talk, she feels an urgency to speak. Later, we
will go deeper in the process of externalization of the traumatic experience as a means towards
mourning, and the tension between the imperative to tell and the impossibility of language to
represent these unspeakable events. Moreover, this account humanizes Modesta as a subject who
is not merely a reasoning individual, in the traditional sense, but provides a connection between
her cognitive realm and the somatic experiences she undergoes. As Martha Nussbaum states,
“emotions are not just the fuel that powers the psychological mechanism of a reasoning creature,
they are parts, highly complex and messy parts, of this creature’s reasoning itself” (3), and thus
the pain that she feels in her psyche is also physically present in her body.82
She loses both her children, husband, animals, land, house and everything she once
thought gave her security. The Shining Path and the soldiers constantly came to her house to
demand food and made her kill all her animals to feed them. The soldiers came for food and to
sexually abuse her, and these violations happened until she decided she was going to leave her
land and thus gives up her “chacra” in order to fight for survival and to protect the only thing she
had left, her body.
Modesta’s experience of motherhood and trauma goes beyond the trauma of losing a
child, because he was killed, or the trauma of smothering and killing her own child to protect
him from a worse death, or seeing other women lose their children. She also suffered the internal
struggles from conceiving a child as a result of multiple sexual violations from the soldiers. One
of the indigenous women who also had a child from being raped by the soldiers asks Modesta

Ayala in his article “‘EnCountering” Colonial Latin American Indian Chronicles: Felipe Guaman Poma
de Ayala's History of the "New" World”’.
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If interested in the theory of emotions see The Cultural Politics of Emotion by Sara Ahmed, and also
The Upheavals of Thought by Martha Nussbaum.
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about her feeling towards her baby girl. “No sé cómo lo haces tú, Modesta, pero yo no lo quiero
a ese chiquito. Salió de mí, pero no lo quiero. Me cuesta verlo ahí, pobrecito, indefenso, si yo no
lo cuido se va a morir, pero ahí nomás, que se muera, me da rabia…. ¿Qué va a ser cuando
crezca y me pregunte por su papá?” (86). Modesta does not tell her friend, but she knows the
feeling well. She had attempted to leave the baby near a river, but after leaving her she could not
follow through and not even ten minutes later came back to get her back. “Me la traje. ¿Qué iba a
hacer? Es pequeñita. Qué sería de su vida sin mí, acaso una pampa sin animales, un río triste o un
cerro pelado. Salió de mí” (87). Her trauma is more than just a memory, it is embodied in the
person of her child. Her daughter lives as a constant reminder to Modesta of what happened, and,
in this way, her baby girl also forces her to look forward and learn how to move on. Two years
after Modesta has escaped her hometown she mentions:
Mi chiquita me mira con sus ojos grandes. No quiero recordar porque me duele mucho
todo eso. Todavía me duele. Una espada en el corazón revolviéndolo todo es el recuerdo.
Pero ahí está la bebita, chiquita es, como cuycita. Mía y de quién más será. Tantos
fueron. Tiene sus cinco deditos en cada mano y en cada pie. Está completa y normal.
Tuve que armarme mucho de valor para llevarla al registro civil. Era tan pequeñita y
frágil, con sus ojos grandotes, negros y vivarachos que me enfrentaban a mi propio espejo
de rabia. Quizás algún día aprenda a quererla. Los señores del registro iban escribiendo
sus datos con esas letras que parecían montañas, el asa de una taza, fierros doblados. Lo
único que se me ocurrió responder cuando me preguntaron por el padre de la criatura fue
Militar. (93)
The lives, expressed in the vignettes, of Marcela and Modesta reveal the complexities of
being a woman during armed conflict, both from the perspective of a perpetrator and a victim.
The novel goes beyond what one could read from a truth commission report in the sense that it
provides a look into several areas that would otherwise remain ignored by the reader. In the case
of Marcela, by reading the report one might see the structural problems that led to the conflict,
but at the same time neglect how these circumstances could affect a woman whose only
perceived sense of power and agency was found in a violent organization, not only pushed by her
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frustrations with the lack of government involvement in social justice but also driven by her
desire to break free from the social constructions imposed on her by society. This view is not
meant to justify her actions but to further problematize the struggle of the armed conflict from a
woman’s perspective. Also, her character as a perpetrator tends to be more shocking because of
her gender. Marcela is seen as a woman who abandoned her daughter and family, and that
attribute can be shocking to a reader with traditional views of motherhood. 83
On the other hand, Modesta brings a lot more to the picture than what the Truth
Commission report can portray. Her way of life is ignored, unless the reader is well-versed in the
Andean cultures, and thus the value she places on family, her animals, her “chacra” would go
unnoticed. Her struggles are different, her view is that of a victim and participant. The reader can
witness the constant abuses she suffers through her vignettes, but more than just death or loss,
the reader can see the struggle of life after trauma and the constant reminder of appalling
violence in a maternal relationship that typically would be framed by love.
4.4. Perspective of External Viewers: Melanie, her Friends, and her Camera.
The last of the main characters is Melanie. She is an affluent photographer that shows the
perspective of an external viewer from two different sides by questioning the indifference and
corruption of her class with regards to the conflict. Felman mentions that, in the case of the
Holocaust, “The Poles, unlike the Jews, do see, but, as bystanders, they do not quite look, they
avoid looking directly, and thus they overlook at once their responsibility and their complicity as
witnesses” (The Claims 299). Melanie, gives the reader two perspectives: her own perspective as
an external viewer who questions the stories she hears and decides to seek the truth, and the

It is important to remember the differentiation between “woman” and “women” made by Chandra
Mohanty Talpade.
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perspective of her friends who are either complicit with the government in making the conflict
invisible and one sided, or ignorant and indifferent about the truth.
Melanie’s account starts at a social gathering with other women from the Peruvian social
elite, politicians, owners of television channels, wives of military leaders, and other influential
women. While at the party, Melanie overhears about a massacre in which even babies had been
killed. The owner of the television channel states that the Shining Path recruits campesinos for
their war, and these high-class women’s narrative is one in which the guerrilleros, communists,
red, radicals, are at fault. Melanie’s vignettes make evident the general contempt for lower
classes, campesinos, indigenous people, or people of color which is one of the social problems
engrained in the Peruvian society that contributed to the environment of the armed conflict. She
lets the reader see her daily life which goes from her social gatherings, to discos, to private
parties, in which being white grants immediate easy access as someone who is “algo oscurita”
will not be let in. Melanie cannot stand this attitude and finds it ridiculous. She cannot put to rest
her concerns about the sierra, “Algo ahí no encaja… Esa relación entre los campesinos y la
violencia parece un disco rayado desde tiempos coloniales. ¿Qué será lo que está pasando ahí?”
(25). Her curiosity moves to action when one of her friend’s reportage gets improperly edited.
They realize that it is time to move from words to images. She wants to register the truth, though
her friend reminds her of the difficulties she would face in reaching Ayacucho. “Es muy
peligroso, aún más si eres mujer. Es cierto que somos muy pocas en este campo minado de
nuestra profesión” (48).
Her accounts show the extent she is also oppressed by society but in her own specific
way. She is interested in breaking the way in which the media is being manipulated, and wants to
let the world see the truth, but wonders if even with images they will be able to see. In the middle
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of racist comments by her friends (in italics) she questions herself, “Si traigo imágenes, ¿será que
ellas pueden ver algo distinto?, ¿podrán ver en realidad? Esos subversivos nos están haciendo un
favor. Que sigan borrando a los serranos. Que los borren a todos. La que dice esto ha quedado
enredada en un ataque de risa, se nota que lleva muchos tragos encima. ¿Y si mataran a tus
hermanos?” (49). Judith Butler posits this enigma in her book Precarious Life, in which she
states that “The public sphere is constituted in part by what cannot be said and what cannot be
shown. The limits of the sayable, the limits of what can appear, circumscribe the domain in
which political speech operates and certain kinds of subjects appear as viable actors” (XVIII)
More than just stating that a control of the media, censorship, and a manipulation of the narrative
will determine in great manner the way in which that society will function, it emphasizes the
importance of endeavors that present the faces and stories of the ones that are excepted from the
public sphere. Butler states,
dominant forms of representation can and must be disrupted for something about the
precariousness of life to be apprehended…Certain faces must be admitted into public
view, must be seen and heard for some keener sense of the value of life, all life, to take
hold. So, it is not that mourning is the goal of politics, but that without the capacity to
mourn, we lose that keener sense of life we need in order to oppose violence. (XVIII)
During the first visit to the mountains, Melanie and her journalist friend Álvaro, are
escorted by two military soldiers. She sees this as an attempt to control their movements and
what they can see. They have a guide who tells them about the ways of the indigenous, that they
must be patient and gain their trust first. They visit an indigenous couple who narrate what they
have heard about the Shining Path, how they rob them of their animals and kill them when they
oppose their abuses. The couple warns them and tells them to leave. The next day, Melanie and
her crew visit a different place and one of the women starts complaining about military personnel
taking their relatives and accusing them of being terrucos (Shining Path members). The
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indigenous woman realizes the presence of a soldier and modifies her testimony and even her
tone, switching from a more intimate “papacitos” to “señores.”
Papacitos por acá han estado los militares y se han llevado a varios comuneros
diciéndoles que son terrucos. Ellos no son, papacitos, no son. El soldado la mira con una
serenidad gélida. Ellos sabían de amuletos y torturas. El intercambio de miradas parecía
flechas. O capaz que no fue eso lo que vi, señores. No sé. Ay, ya no sé nada. Mejor que
no escriban nada de lo que dije. Ya no entiendo lo que veo, ni lo que sienten mis manos.
Me falla pues la memoria. A lo mejor estoy imaginando cosas. (Salazar 55)
This instance proves to Melanie that their trip with the soldiers would not produce
impartial material because the people from the towns were also afraid of the military, but even
from this mediated trip she realized there was much more to see, and she decides to return. In her
second trip, Álvaro, the guide and herself snuck out from the soldier´s sight and reached some
other towns. These towns are the first view of the reality that Melanie gets to smell, sense, see,
and live. The author transitions Melanie’s trip from the smell of the barbecue the soldiers were
grilling to the smell of burnt flesh of the people from the town she enters. This use of smell as an
image of the reality imparts a different sense of what the campesinos had to endure and live, it
stresses the inhumanity, the unspeakable nature of the carnage that was going on in these towns
while not really describing the scenes and alluding to the conundrum of what can be seen and
what remains unrevealed.
El olor comienza a ser insoportable. Algo chamuscado o podrido. Náuseas...Álvaro y yo
subimos al carro y nos alejamos de ese olor tan repulsivo. No pudimos mirar. No nos
perseguía la imagen del pueblo donde dejamos a nuestro guía, sino ese olor que se nos
había metido en cada rincón del cuerpo. Ese olor. Adherido a la memoria. (Salazar 65)
The smell, the reality of what she is experiencing is something she cannot photograph,
and Melanie is faced with the dilemma of what, of that truth, she can transmit through a picture.
In the same way atrocities are unrepresentable through language, the frames of reference are
broken, and there is no way of making sense of these events, Melanie encounters the impasse of
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how much can an image communicate of that experience. “¿Cuál será el objetivo de mi lente?...
Jamás podré decir que lo he visto todo. Sé que siempre hay algo aún más terrible a un par de
pasos” (Salazar 65).
With the introduction of the camera in her vignettes, Melanie presents another way of
seeing the conflict, and that is through the lens of a camera or through images (photographic or
video images. In her book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag explores the
complexities of photography when used to record or publicize images of atrocities. One of her
premises is that photographs are not neutral as they are constructed and controlled by the
photographer who chooses what to include in each frame. “But the photographic image, even to
the extent that it is a trace (not a construction made out of disparate photographic traces), cannot
be simply a transparency of something that happened. It is always the image that someone chose;
to photograph is to frame, and to frame is to exclude” (38).
On the other hand, Sontag problematizes the uses and motives of photographing
atrocities. These pictures could spectacularize violence and may generate emotions in the viewer
that do not engender mourning, moving on, peace, or justice. Also, pictures by themselves are
just a piece of the truth because the viewer does not necessarily have historical or background
information or might not desire to deepen her knowledge about the event more than to look at
what is presented in the image. These are just some of the factors that Susan Sontag includes in
her book, but these views make us look at pictures differently and question the transparency of
photographs in many ways.84 Salazar does not recoil from these twists and turns, she includes
Melanie’s own assertions about her actions, the dilemma of whether to look or not, and her
questions about photography as a means of representation.
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El encuadre exacto para mostrar, ¿mostrar?, ¿a quién?, ¿para qué? A veces prefiero no
mirar, que sea la cámara el único testigo. El encuadre gritará lo que se prefiere callar. No
puedo creerlo, ese olor, otra vez. El olor. El silencio. El olor y el silencio acompañan al
encuadre aquí y ahora. ¿Qué es mirar? ¿Cómo puedo hacer que el olor se impregne en la
foto? Mil tomas no me bastan. Kilómetros de rollos no alcanzan. Pero ahí está la historia
frente a mi cámara. Que los ojos puedan oler todo esto y que sientan la humareda
despejándose como el telón que pronto develará eso que quiero y no quiero seguir
mirando. Que la cámara vea. (66)
The reader is not told what Melanie’s photographs include, but her accounts present the
views of a bystander who, had it not been because of her curiosity and zeal for truth, would have
remained in the ignorance and indifferent ways of her friends. Melanie sees beyond the
photographs and is aware that the camera only captures a limited view of reality but that view of
reality can prompt the viewer to seek for a deeper truth. “Son fotos que empujan a mirar fuera
del encuadre, a revelar todo eso que aún no se ha podido capturar. ¿Cuánto queda fuera del
marco? ¿Qué historias se escaparán? (84). The fact that Claudia Salazar included Melanie’s
accounts enriches the reader’s view of the conflict since it is an aspect, he/she might not grasp
from reading the Truth Commission report. The report mainly talks about the environment, the
victims and perpetrators, but there is not a lot about those who were bystanders, either the ones
who saw and did something about it, the ones who saw and looked away, or those who ignored
the events.
Nonetheless Melanie does not remain a photographer or observer for the rest of the novel,
and Marcela did not remain only a perpetrator of violence from the Shining Path, they both
become victims of the armed conflict at the point in which all their stories converge. The point of
convergence in their stories is when Melanie visits Modesta and they get attacked by Marcela
and the Shining Path militants. This vignette provides a way in which the three main characters
become victims, their bodies are invaded and violated by the enemy and the three women
experience sexual abuse.

145

4.5. Point of Convergence in Female Experience of Trauma: Sexual Abuse and Rape as
Political & War Crimes
The issue of sexual violence within the environment of an armed conflict or war is
something that has been always present but that has been relegated to the least important crimes
and thus, until more recently, has remained unseen. For centuries sexual violence was understood
as collateral damage or a side effect of war times as will be discussed later. In addition, there are
several other reasons that have contributed to making sexual violence go unnoticed. In the case
of Peru, structural and social problems of discrimination and violence against women normalize
this type of crimes within society, and have hindered the reporting of these traumatic events
through a widespread lack of knowledge about women’s rights, an absence of trust in the
Peruvian State or other national institutions to which women would be given their declarations,
and the notion that their stories and experiences are normal and expected. On one hand, they
need to report the crimes of sexual violence to the authorities, but on the other hand most of
those crimes were perpetrated by the Peruvian military and police. The victims are left at a
crossroad that seems to only lead to more humiliation and impunity. Even though the Truth
Commission identified 534 cases of women who were raped during the armed conflict and by
last year more than 5,000 women had been registered at the Registro Único de Víctimas de la
Violencia as having the right of reparations because they were victims of these type of crimes,
there has only been one trial and one soldier that has been found guilty for committing sexual
crimes during the conflict (Fowks). 85
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Another cause for the lack of reporting of sexual violence during armed conflicts is the
shame and humiliation that making it public causes the victim, and the effects these declarations
can produce in a patriarchal society rife with chauvinistic views of women. Women fear they
will be made outcasts, lose their families, trouble their children or relatives, suffer retaliation
from the military or Shining Path, and that after going through all the pain their bearing witness
would bring them and their families, their experience will be dismissed as one more of the
overabundance of testimonies.86 On the contrary, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality
and the Empowerment of Women reported “the effects of armed conflict on women as one of
twelve critical areas of concern requiring action by governments and the international
community, and stressed the need to promote the equal participation of women in conflict
resolution at decision-making levels” as determined by the Fourth World Conference on Women
held in Beijing in 1995 (UN-WOMEN). Another reason for the difficulty in accounting for these
specific crimes emerge from the fact that many of the victims of sexual violations were later
killed or disappeared, and so the witness might be dead or other human rights violations take
precedence over sexual violence. Therefore, in addition to underreporting, and the possibility
that these type of crimes are seen as expected or normal, plus the fact that sexual violations were
the second to last reported crime accounted during the Peruvian armed conflict,87 all these factors
can render this very serious and targeted abuse toward women as invisible and provide the means
for its perpetrators to remain in impunity.

The United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women’s Fact Sheet No. 5,
named “Women and Armed Conflict” expands on the effects of armed conflict on women. It states that
women and girls are “particularly affected because of their status in society and their sex.
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/followup/session/presskit/fs5.htm.
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Figure 7. Graph of Percentage of crimes, Human rights Violations and Other Acts, According to
Type of Act. Taken from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report Tome VI, 1.5, Graph
1, p. 274.
Nevertheless, the CVR has accounted for enough sexual violence cases to state it was not
only a generalized strategy and practice during the armed conflict, but it was also systematic.
Most of the violations were perpetrated by the Peruvian military and police, and they were
directed in their majority toward Quechua women, who amount for up to 75% of the cases
according to the CVR report.88
It is important not to obviate the fact that men were also victims of sexual violence, and to
state that there was possibly underreporting of the violations towards this group as well, but in the
case of Peru, statistics clearly show that women were by far the most affected group of sexual
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violence, and thus it can be said that there definitely was gender violence during the Peruvian
armed conflict.89

Figure 8. Graph of Crimes and Human Right Violations According to the Victim’s Sex. Taken
from the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report, p. 278.
The CVR also states that, although the Peruvian army and police, and the Shining Path
had similar responsibility with regards to the human rights violations they committed, in the case
of sexual violence the Peruvian army and police were the main perpetrators. The report states
that 83% of reported cases are attributable to the State, and only 11% can be linked to the
revolutionary groups (Shining Path and Tupac Amaru Movement – MRTA).
Therefore, the reach of sexual violence against women during the armed conflict was
widespread and can be seen through the testimonies and statistics presented in the CVR report.
Women’s testimonies show that these events are not isolated but the result of structural social
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problems with regards to how women are viewed and the normalization of violence against
them, and consequently there is no question these types of human rights violations are serious,
ought to be reported, denounced, and its perpetrators should be brought to justice.
Several international institutions and academics have examined the use of rape as a
weapon of war. In “Customary International Humanitarian Law Volume I: Rules”, Jean-Marie
Henckaerts and Louise Doswald-Beck state that “Rape and other forms of sexual violence are
prohibited” as part of rule 93, and they go on to mention that even though rape was already
prohibited under the international humanitarian law in the Lieber Code, there has been an
evolution of this rule in the Geneva Conventions, and other international entities have started to
be more specific and condemning of these crimes as well. In Article 3, the Geneva Convention
prohibits ‘“violence to life and person” including cruel treatment and torture and “outrages upon
personal dignity”’ but does not include rape or other sexual violence in an explicit manner.90 It
was not until 1949 that Article 4 of the Additional Protocol II, which deals humane treatment and
fundamental guarantees, specifically adds the word “rape” to the list of guarantees.91 The process
in which sexual violence has gained visibility in the area of armed conflicts, human rights,
international, and national law is extensive and complex. It is important to add to the
complexities of these cases the fact that military personnel are tried under military courts and the
military jurisdiction varies among countries. In the case of Peru, the Human rights Watch
organization sent a petition for the government to modify a decree that would prevent military
personnel to face civilian court if the illicit conduct was committed during their duties, even if
these human rights violations were not military in nature. The report states,
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In September 2010, former President Alan García adopted a series of legislative decrees,
including Legislative Decree 1095, which regulates the use of the armed forces in public
security operations. Article 27 of Decree 1095 states that “illicit conduct allegedly
committed by military personnel when applying this decree or during the course of their
duties” is subject to military jurisdiction. (Peru: Amicus Brief on Military Court
Jurisdiction)
Conflicts vary in many ways, the methods of warfare evolve, and many of the conflicts
are not international but internal, like in the case of Peru. Therefore, the above information does
not aim to be comprehensive but only an overview of how the area of sexual abuse has moved
from the margins of human rights and law to a more visible status, which was a necessary step
for these acts to be deemed as crimes, denounced, exposed, and for its perpetrators to be
prosecuted.
In the case of Peru, even though the armed conflict was internal, the widespread use of
sexual violence towards women at the hands of the military and police workers provide the
grounds to assert that these acts not only indicate the use of sexual violence as a weapon of war,
but also constitute a war crime according to the Statute of the International Criminal Court.92
Hence, it is important to bring to light an issue that is not readily apparent (the issue of sexual
violence as a weapon of war) but whose implications go deeper than generally thought.
This denouncing of sexual violence as a serious crime both by laws and human rights
organizations is vital and might have influenced the increase of attention to these types of
violations in more recent truth commission reports.93 Priscilla Hayner states that even though the
commission receives reports of sexual violence:
A commission should not assume that the statements it has collected on certain crimes are
representative of the total numbers. While women may choose not to speak out, the
practice of rape and other sexual crimes should be fully acknowledged in a commission’s
92
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report where it is believed such a practice was widespread. If a truth commission does not
take special care in addressing this issue, it is likely that it will remain largely shrouded in
silence and hidden from the history books – and also likely that few policy, educational,
or reparatory measures will be put in place to assist past victims, increase the public
understanding of the issue, or reduce the prevalence of sexual abuse in the future. (78)
Several truth commission reports have omitted information about sexual violence because
they consider these rapes and violations “resulted from orders from above, and it was assumed
that the rapes were at the initiative of the soldiers, they were not considered to be politically
motivated acts and therefore left out of the report” (Hayner 79). Even though commissions and
reports now are more in line with the recognition of rape and sexual violence as war crimes or
crimes against humanity, and there is a “heightened appreciation of the importance of more fully
describing women’s experiences in any historical record of abuses suffered” (Hayner 79), there
is still a lack of reporting, information, and initiatives that bring forth the truth about the armed
conflict in this regard, work to dismantle the structures that made sexual violence possible and
invisible, and provide opportunities for justice and restitution.
As it was mentioned before, the CVR report from Peru does include one small section on
sexual violence against women. It is found in its Tome VI, chapter 1, section 5, within the
volume that deals with crimes and human rights violations. The brevity of this section stands out
in contrast to all the information abovementioned about the importance and gravity of sexual
violence in armed conflicts, and more specifically in the case of Peru. Consequently, the
Peruvian CVR is only a steppingstone as it, though briefly, provides information about the
widespread use of rape and sexual violence by the Peruvian army, and opens a space for
examination and discussion of this very important topic.
La sangre de la aurora approaches sexual violence during the conflict focusing on
women’s experience of rape. The characters of the book were very different in all aspects, but
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there was one event that connected them all: they all were raped by either the Peruvian army or
the Shining Path in the case of Melanie. At first the reader is immersed in the ambiguity of the
motives behind these rapes. It seems like the perpetrators paid no attention to whether the woman
was a subversive militant, an indigenous civilian, or a civilian photographer, and that it was not a
matter of torturing the enemy (unless the enemy was determined by whether the person was a
woman). At the same time the accounts of the acts of rape elucidate some information about a
second layer beneath the fact that in Peru, the widespread nature of rape sheds light at the
structural flaw of normalized contempt towards women. Though it is difficult for the juridical
authorities to determine in which instances rape was used as a weapon of war in Peru or what
were the underlying motives, the novel draws attention to some aspects that, along with the
statistics and testimonies, expose it as systematic and generalized at several levels.
In the vignettes about rape, the author includes evidence of who was the perpetrator. It
was clear from their own utterances and from the victim’s description of the group if they were
being attacked by the Shining Path or the Peruvian military. Melanie’s account of rape is the first
to appear in the novel and it begins a pattern, it sets the tone for the ones to follow and presents
the reader with a vignette that is repeated as an introduction to the subsequent acts of rape. These
vignettes are very similar, and all of them start with a paragraph that is almost identical. They
start with a statement that establish a sense of sameness, even if the three women were very
different. The last sentences of the paragraph offer a distinguishing factor to let the reader know
who the perpetrator is. They describe the clothing of the perpetrators before stating once again
that it did not really matter who the victim was, she was only a lump, a mass on the ground. The
paragraph is as follows:
Era un bulto sobre el piso. Importaba poco el nombre que tuviera, lo que interesaba eran
los dos huecos que tenía. Puro vacío para ser llenado. Sin preguntas ni necesidad de
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respuestas. Ya sabían todo de este bulto. En realidad no les importaba. Lo suficiente eran
esas cuatro extremidades de las cuales podía ser sujetado, inmovilizado, detenido. Éstos
usaban fusiles y la misma ropa de los campesinos con pasamontañas o pañuelos que les
cubrían el rostro. Daba lo mismo, ella era sólo un bulto. (71)
Modesta, the indigenous civilian woman had suffered several types of abuse up to the
time the army comes into her story, which constitutes a turning point in her life. The Shining
Path had robbed her, beaten her, made her kill her son, but when the military soldiers invaded her
house and her body her trauma reached a different level. They not only violated her repeatedly
but also murdered her last son as he was witnessing her being gang raped. The other two
characters were also gang raped, Melanie was raped by both sides and Marcela was raped by the
Peruvian military. All three main characters were raped, and this traumatic event is the one
trauma that transcends their differences. What is then, the significance of such events when
thinking about the Peruvian conflict, and the female experience of the conflict?
First, ‘“The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda in the Akayesu case in 1998 held
that “rape is a form of aggression” and …it defined rape as “a physical invasion of a sexual
nature, committed on a person under circumstances which are coercive” (Henckaerts and
Doswald-Beck 327). Even though the definition of rape is not without dispute, it usually pertains
three aspects: consent, whether the person who was committing the rape understood the situation
as one of consent or lack of consent, and the issue of force. The occurrences that are presented in
La sangre de la aurora are very clearly instances of rape, and gang rape to be more specific.
After establishing that rape did occur, it is important to realize the implications these events have
not only about Peruvian society, but also about the trauma that was inflicted on the victims, both
at the individual and the collective levels taking into account that within the book rape happened
within the environment of an armed conflict.
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As it was mentioned above, widespread rape and sexual violence in the Peruvian armed
conflict are an indication of an underlying sexism and contempt towards women in general. Most
of the victims were Quechua women, though this might be caused by the concentration of the
conflict on the Ayacucho province, one should not forget that racism was at the core of human
rights violations in Peru. The vast number testimonies of women who suffered sexual violations
in the CVR report:
reafirman la hipótesis sobre la existencia de un contexto generalizado de violencia sexual,
la cual se enmarca en un contexto más amplio de discriminación contra la mujer, a la que
se considera vulnerable y cuyo cuerpo es utilizado por el perpetrador sin tener un motivo
aparente o vinculado estrictamente al conflicto armado interno. (338)
It seems that discrimination is at the first level of the reasoning behind the acts of rape,
therefore parting from this point one can see other motives and reasons that might be related to
the conflict.
Rape is especially shocking because it takes place in one’s body, and its invasion conveys
a message of dehumanization, appropriation, and objectification. Frye and Schafer state that “To
presume to wield an effective power of consent over … the body of [a] creature, the center of its
domain, is ipso facto to deny that there is a person there at all” (340). Women are seen as sexual
objects, and their experience of trauma is often expressed as feelings of numbness,
worthlessness, and almost as if they were already dead. “Casi no siento el cuerpo (Salazar 72), or
“mi cuerpo ya no reaccionaba, era como si se hubiera cerrado para todo” (76) are examples of
how these women´s bodies feel after they have been raped. In the CVR report Giorgina Gamboa,
who was victim of gang rape and whose testimony seems to be the inspiration behind the
character of Modesta, stated “Yo estaba totalmente maltratada, esa, esa noche me violaron siete
eran, siete, siete militares o sea los siete Sinchis entraron violarme. Uno salía, otro entraba, otro
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salía, uno entraba. Ya estaba totalmente muerta yo, ya no sentía que estaba normal” (308).94 Her
story is not isolated, in the report one can find countless accounts of women who were raped and
the struggles they faced not only physically but psychologically. Giorgina’s story is striking
because it not only embodies several of the complexities discussed above but it is also the
experience of a woman who suffered more than just abuse, rape, and imprisonment. She also
suffered from having to face an oppressive society while seeking justice.95 Her testimony
reached other levels because Rocío Silva Santisteban and Jean Franco included her story in their
writings and also, as I mentioned above, it is very possible that Claudia Salazar based the
character of Modesta partly on her story. Silva Santisteban, states in her essay “Maternidad y
basurización simbólica” that Giorgina Gamboa was
basurizada simbólicamente, es decir de alguna manera fue considerada como un ser
humano sobrante, que atora la fluidez de un Sistema simbólico y que, por lo tanto, debe
ser re-significada fuera de él. La fuerza denigrante de esta fórmula permite que, quien se
considera sujetos en esta relación (en este caso los sinchis), se permitan a sí mismos no
percibir ningún sentimiento por el otro – ni compasión, pero tampoco, odio – sino sólo la
necesidad utilitaria de sacarlo del sistema: evacuarlo, someterlo o humillarlo para
permitirse una victoria. Es así que, como parte de esta estrategia, se plantean una serie de
estereotipos para señalar las diferencias entre “nosotros” y “los otros.” (2-3)
She was mocked by the minister of the interior when her case was presented to him, the
charges against the perpetrators were dismissed even after they were found guilty, she spent over
five years in jail, and thus not only was her body violated but her value as a subject scorned.
Giorgina Campos suffered through a process of dehumanization that Silva Santisteban calls
“basurización” or “rubbishing” of the female body. This refers to acts in which women are not

Refer to the CVR Report, Volume VI, Chapter 1.5, for more information on Giorgina Gamboa’s
testimony and several other testimonies of women who suffered rape and other forms of sexual violence.
The report states that she was pregnant and when asked about the possible names for the child, answered
she would name him or her “Sinchi”, a word meaning soldier.
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See Jean Franco’s Cruel Modernity, Chapter 3, “Raping the Dead” for more information about rape and
how it was used during the armed conflicts as a way of torture and genocide.
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only raped but also insulted, beat up, humiliated, or literally trashed. Santisteban mentions how
these acts are portrayed in her testimony with three elements “anormalidad, suciedad y muerte”,
through a quasi-splitting of Giorgina’s identity or self, while stating her testimony, “Gamboa
plantea una relación de no pertenencia con su propio cuerpo” (17). Jean Franco also goes into
detail about the topic of rape, its complexities with respect to representation, difficulties in
relation to obtaining testimonies, and the obstacles in the search for justice in her essay “Raping
the dead.”
There are also the effects on how the victim envisions her life ahead. Susan Brison is a
survivor of violent rape and attempted murder, and in her book “Aftermath: Violence and the
Remaking of a Self”, she states:
My current view of trauma is that it introduces a “surd” – a nonsensical entry – into the
series of events of one’s life, making it impossible to carry on with the series… Not only
is it now impossible to carry on with the series, but whatever sense had been made of it in
the past has been destroyed. The result is an uneasy paralysis. I can’t go, I can’t stay. All
that is left is the present, but one that has no meaning… Narrative, I now think, facilitates
the ability to go on by opening up possibilities for the future through retelling the stories
of the past. It does this not by reestablishing the illusion of coherence of the past, control
over the present, and predictability of the future, but by making it possible to carry on
without these illusions. (Brison 104)
In the novel, Melanie mentions that she feels as if the world could go on without her, “El
mundo bien podría, y puede, seguir su curso sin mi presencia. Estoy y soy, pero el mundo sigue”
(78), while Modesta states “Ni si quiera sé lo que me va a pasar mañana. ¿Cómo voy a pensar en
el futuro? Eso no es más que una palabra” (86). They cannot make sense of what happened to
them, and furthermore these events have shattered their view of their life, future, and community.
The effects of rape, when it is a widespread attack towards a specific group, also involves
grave consequences on the collective or the community. Brison states that rape “shatters one’s
fundamental assumptions about the world and one’s safety in it, but it also severs the sustaining
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connection between the self and the rest of humanity” (40). The collective suffers and human
relations become problematic as Judith Herman states “In rape, for example, the purpose of the
attack is precisely to demonstrate contempt for the victim’s autonomy and dignity. The traumatic
event thus destroys the belief that one can be oneself in relation to others” (53). Rape implies an
act of dehumanization that leaves the victim in a limbo and brings along a sense of isolation from
the collective. This shattering of the sense of community is one possible motive behind the
strategic use of these type of crimes during armed conflicts.96
There has been a movement towards studying rape as a weapon of war, especially in
cases in which the victim is a collectivity within the environment of armed conflicts. This
movement was catalyzed by the gender specific atrocities committed in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In
these circumstances, one of the aspects of study is the motivations and environment that lay
beneath the occurrence of mass rapes or other types of sexual violence. One must be cautious not
to fall in the patriarchal society’s tendency to see these violations as collateral damage, a
byproduct of war, or random acts of military indiscipline and thus rendering these heinous acts as
natural. This predisposition erases the possibility of observing any intent that goes beyond
instinct, or the possibility of rape being use as a weapon of war. One of the most common views
is that rape represents a prize for victories, within the economy of war (invasion of land and
bodies) looking at women as part of the geography, as property, and thus objectified. Gayatri
Spivak mentions that “The group rape perpetrated by the conquerors is a metonymic celebration
of territorial acquisition” (300), which shows that this view of women is still prevalent in society
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Elaine Scarry writes about the body and how in instances of torture the pain that is inflicted is translated
into a symbol or insignia of power. This and a lot more information about torture, pain and its relation to
power and the subject can be found in her book The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the
World.

158

even centuries after the conquerors raped women to execute their act of possessing not only the
land but also the other.97
On the other hand, rape can be intended to humiliate the other group, Catharine A.
MacKinnon says that it is “a humiliation rite for the men on the other side who cannot (in
masculinity’s terms) ‘protect’ their women. Many of these acts make women’s bodies into a
medium of men’s expression, the means through which one group of men says what it wants to
say to another” (223).98 As it is mentioned above, it can also be aimed at damaging the important
part of society’s mesh that women occupy and in which they perform vital roles. Seifert
mentions:
the women are those who hold the families and communities together. Their physical and
emotional destruction aims at destroying social and cultural stability …. in many cultures
[the female body] embodies the nation as a whole …. The rape of women of a
community, culture, or nation can be regarded … as a symbolic rape of the body of that
community. (39)99
Caroline N. O. Moser and Fiona Clark add to the motives the fact that rape could be
aimed at displacing the women from their land and homes, and if performed by the military
personnel, rape is “directly related to the functions of a formal institution such as the state’s
national security or defense apparatus or an insurgency’s military arm” (59)100.
In La sangre de la aurora, the author spells out some reasons the soldiers or militants
used to justify their actions through incorporating what the perpetrators told the victims during

See “Can the Subaltern Speak?” by Gayatri Spivak for more information on sexual subalternity, in
relation to the self-immolation rituals of widowed women that was performed to avoid sexual violations
and torture at the hands of their enemies.
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Refer to Catharine A. MacKinnon, “Are Women Human? And Other International Dialogues” for more
information about the worldwide systemic oppression and maltreatment of women.
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Refer to “The Second Front: The Logic of Sexual Violence in Wars” by Ruth Seifert, for more
information about how rape is used as a weapon of war, and how it has largely been ignored because of
biologistic explanations or tendencies to see rape as a side effect of war.
100
Refer to “Victims, Perpetrators or Actors? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Violence” edited by
Caroline Moser and Fiona Clark if interested in “The Political Economy of Rape”, Chapter 4 – Part II.
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the acts of rape. In the one instance of rape at the hands of the Shining Path, the perpetrators
stated,“Periodista anticomunista, tú vas a ser ejemplo para otros que vengan por acá…Esto te
pasa por burguesa, ya verás por donde te entra la ideología…A nosotros tenías que habernos
hecho el reportaje para que el Estado genocida vea que estamos logrando el equilibrio
estratégico” (72). The text above mentions that the militants wanted to use her as an example for
those external to the conflict that would want to come and see what was happening. It also
indicates she was raped due to the assumptions of her being “an anticommunist bourgeoise”
whose ideals were different than those of the Shining Path, and thus she was probably reporting
negatively about them.
The case of Marcela was somehow different; she was raped by soldiers who told her:
“Terrruca hija de puta…Subversiva de mierda… Siga usted soldadito, complete el trabajo,
complételo…Dale con fuerza para sacarle su ideología…ya nunca más vas a hablar de tu
revolución” (74). The soldiers mentioned her being part of the Shining Path and a subversive, as
a reason for her fate. Also, they stated that this act will rid her of her ideology and stop her from
talking about the revolution. The text that follows this event is a conversation between two
soldiers in which a Sargent reports the success of the incursion to his superior. In this
conversation they state that their interest is to know the level of ideological penetration, to break
the subversive (Marcela), and the Sargent says his soldiers deserve a “pichanguita” to which his
superior states that he can do whatever is necessary to keep his men pleased but to keep it to
themselves (75). In Marcela’s account of rape, it is clear there is a sense of it being used to
repress the subversives, as a way of obtaining information and breaking the imprisoned, to rid
her of her ideology and finally, as a prize, a way to gratify the Peruvian soldiers and police
officers.
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Modesta, the indigenous civilian, was also raped, and in her account the soldiers tell her:
“Serrana hija de puta... India piojosa… Siga usted, soldadito, complete el trabajo,
complételo…Ahora vas a ver lo rico es que te la meta un Sargento por detrás, ya nunca más vas
a darle comida a esos terrucos” (75). In this case, the Sargent who previously asked for
permission is one of the perpetrators. In this vignette, there is allusion to the fact that she is a
campesina from the mountains, an indigenous woman, and these words are used in a derogative
manner. She suffered double discrimination not only due to her being a woman, but also due to
her ethnicity and class. The soldiers also mention that after this violation, she would not serve
food to the subversives; thus, they look at her as a traitor or a Shining Path’s accomplice. Her
story goes beyond the two others because Modesta becomes pregnant as a result of one of the
multiple violations. She had lost all her children, her husband, and her home due to a conflict to
which she was external, and now she was faced with carrying the child of a perpetrator and a
constant reminder of her horrid experience.
From all perspectives, Modesta, Marcela, and Melanie were very different individuals.
Each woman represented diverse backgrounds, distinct social classes and spaces, and contrary
sides of the conflict. At the end, all three women shared one female experience perpetrated by
the violence of the conflict: the cruelty of rape.
4.6. Talking about Trauma
La sangre de la aurora bears similitude to several of the testimonies of the CVR report to
convey to the reader their experience of the conflict and trauma, a trauma that is multilayered
and not only deals with sexual violence but other kinds of human rights violations as it will be
seen in this section. Furthermore, the novel delivers information about the way in which the
Shining Path was organized, the methods used in the massacres perpetrated by both the army and
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the Shining Path, and the views and participation of the central government in the
counterinsurgency efforts which turned into carnage.
As it is known from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report, the organization of
the Shining Path worked as a triad. It consisted of the “Dirección de a tres,”101 meaning that the
permanent committee of leaders (Comité Permanente) consisted of three people and that it was
an “organismo que se había constituido en la máxima instancia de dirección concentrando
virtualmente toda la capacidad de decisión partidaria en sus manos (Abimael Guzmán) y en las
de sus dos compañeras más cercanas, Augusta la Torre, su esposa, y Elena Iparraguirre, su futura
compañera” (CVR 48). The names of the leaders and militants were usually changed to a
pseudonym during the conflict; in the case of Abimael Guzmán it was camarada Gonzalo, Elena
was called camarada Miriam, and Augusta was called camarada Nora. In La sangre de la
aurora the character of Elena Irapaguirre (Miriam) is portrayed by Marcela. She, at one point,
becomes the second in command. “Tres. Número perfecto y sagrado. Círculo cerrado. El Comité
Permanente. Clandestinidad organizadora en el epicentro” (20). It is through Marcela that we get
a direct view into the organization and plans of the Shining Path within the novel, which also
gives light to the way events occurred in real life. Furthermore, through her character we get to
see, even if slightly, a bit more of the complexities, contradictions, challenges, and humanness of
a Shining Path female militant and leader. Her digression ends when Romero comes in the room
to interrogate her, and even though she does not tell him anything about the organization of the
Shining Path, she mentally goes through the details letting the reader in on the information.
Marcela lets the reader know that the first massacre of the book will be the massacre of
Lucanamarca, and she was there when the planning took place. In reality, this massacre
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happened on April 3rd, 1983, and it left at least 69 victims dead and several others injured
according to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report (Tome VII 40). Of these victims,
18 were children (from 6 months to 10 years old), 11 were women (some pregnant), and 8 were
older adults from 50 to 70 years old (Tome VII 39). This atrocity, the first in the novel, is when
we first see the intersect between the imperative to tell in order to bear witness, the impossibility
of telling, and the question of how to talk or write about traumas in an ethical manner. On one
side, externalization of trauma is crucial to the process of mourning and moving on. It helps the
victim internalize and come to terms with the event102. Judith Herman states that the second stage
of recovery is when the survivor tells the story of the traumatic event. “This work of
reconstruction actually transforms the traumatic memory, so that it can be integrated into the
survivor’s life story” (175). On the other hand, these stories of trauma are impossible to
represent, and words will not suffice. They are referred as the unspeakable103, unrepresentable,
and as Dori Laub104 states, “Yet it is essential for this narrative that could not be articulated to be
told, to be transmitted, to be heard, and hence the importance of endeavors … designed to enable
the survivors to bear witness, to enable, that is, the act of bearing witness (which the Holocaust
invalidated) to take place, belatedly, as though retroactively” (Trauma 69). For Laub, the
process of bearing witness “sets the stage for a reliving, a recurrence of the event, in the presence
of a witness,” and this expression of the testimony produces a shared “responsibility for bearing
witness that previously the narrator felt he bore alone, and therefore could not carry out”
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(Trauma 69). The act of bearing witness thus allows the victim to share the weight of the trauma,
helping the victim feel that he/she is being heard and is able to relive and face the traumatic
event in the company of a hearer who then becomes a co-witness. As Laub expresses, this act of
bearing witness is sometimes invalidated by the same oppressive institutions or organisms who
caused the trauma. He refers to the Holocaust, but in the case of Peru, the government and power
structures made, and still make, efforts to keep the truth hidden to preserve the status quo and
impunity while avoiding accountability, justice, and restitution. The CVR provided the truth and
attempted to provide spaces to have this knowledge spread through the Peruvian population, but
these efforts still face opposition.
In the CVR we learn that the testimonies from survivors from the Lucanamarca massacre
provided enough information to develop a narrative and description of the attack. These
witnesses made possible the exhumation of the bodies and identification of the victims and
helped determine the identity of the perpetrators.105 The testimonies were corroborated by the
analysis of remains, and they were then used in the trial against the Shining Path’s leader,
Abimael Guzmán. Approximately twenty years later, the victims were identified, and their
remains were returned to their families for proper burial.
Once again, the approach of the Truth Commission was exhaustive and meticulous, as is
to be expected of the report it is meant to generate. Its descriptions of the event are created from
combinations of testimonies, and it also presents a list of victims and conclusions. In contrast,
Claudia Salazar’s approach to the Lucanamarca’s massacre is less exhaustive. It is a participation
in the process of witnessing through delivering an account of the event that will render the reader
as witness in reliving this horrific historical event. It is through narratives that develop empathic
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unsettlement and serves as an extension of the readers human experience. Laub comments, “The
third level [of witnessing] is one in which the process of witnessing is itself being witnessed”
(Trauma 62). Thus, the three steps of witnessing are somehow present in this novel. On one
hand, the witnesses experimented the trauma firsthand but the nature of the traumatic event
“precludes its registration” (Testimony 57), they then provided their testimonies to the Truth
Commissioners, and while doing so were able to reconstruct and relive the traumatic event. As
Laub mentions, “the trauma -as a known event and not simply as an overwhelming shock- has
not been truly witnessed yet, not been taken cognizance of. The emergence of a narrative which
is being listened to -and heard- is, therefore, the process and the place wherein the cognizance,
the “knowing” of the event is given birth to” (Testimony 57). This externalization and
internalization of the testimony not only changes the witness, because he/she belatedly takes
cognizance of the trauma, but also the listener is changed by being made a participant of the
reliving of trauma. Therefore, it is through endeavors that combine elements like the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission Reports and literature -or other forms of bearing witness- that these
traumas are really known by the victim and the hearer/reader who in turn becomes part of the
process of witnessing.
Literature has been one of the preferred means that authors and victims have employed to
express their realities and attempt to bear witness. One could argue that the Truth Commission
Report on its own would not transmit the experience of trauma as literature can. The effort for
historical accuracy and, moreover, a focus on objective truth can hinder the expressiveness or
affectability of the traumatic event or experience. In a sense the logos of the historical accounts
prevents the necessary pathos that bearing witness should wield on the potential external witness.
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In the vignette of the Lucanamarca’s massacre the readers can witness the act of bearing
witness, and though through fiction they are immersed in the experience in a way that affects
them as to produce a shock that takes them a bit closer to the actual experience, and to a different
form of truth. Abba Kovner, a well-known Jewish poet, writer and Holocaust survivor asserts
that “In a literary work, the distance of time drops as if it were an artificial partition, allowing the
past to touch upon the present and manifest itself in its full intensity, with its entire spiritual
might. Moreover, long faded sensations emerge again with their physical sensibilities, now, just
as then, acute and clear as ever” (166). Neima Barzel on her essay “Testimony as Literature and
Literature as Testimony” explains how for Kovner historical testimony falls short of expressing a
greater truth. She states that for Kovner “historical testimony did not have the force necessary for
telling the experience” (165). His view of historical testimonies emphasizes the impossibility of
language to fully represent the experience, especially when the task at hand from a historical
testimony lies within the boundaries of accuracy and verisimilitude. Kovner claims that “the full
explanation, if given, may reduce the volume of anxiety, which is essential as an existential
necessity to protect from dangers ahead,” thus testimonies are to be given in order to remember,
and they are “to be given with a measure of responsibility for the future” (Balzer165).
Thus, it is through his literary work that Kovner sees it possible to affect the reader and it
is through a narrative that does not imply an individual but a collectivity, a work that implies a
remembrance but also a looking forward. While Salazar’s account of the Lucanamarca’s
massacre is a stream of consciousness from a victim, I would argue it is not only an individual’s
account, but that of a collective victim and a collective trauma. The novel does not clarify who is
the narrating voice in this fragment, but through the given information we can determine it refers
to an indigenous victim or indigenous peoples whose voices are intermixed within the fragment.
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The indetermination of these streams of consciousness are significant as they allow the reader to
notice the collective nature of the traumatic experience. As Almenara states, both its fragmentary
features and the overlapping voices offer a view into the collective. She states,
El uso de una narrativa fragmentada y el entrelazamiento de voces permiten la
construcción de una realidad colectiva que destruye la construcción de una historia
monolítica, y quizá más importante, de una verdad monolítica. Esto es posible debido a
que no hay un “yo” individualizado al cual el lector pueda asirse y con el cual
identificarse. Solo existe, pues, lo colectivo. Todas las voces incluidas en la novela
devienen en lo que Cecilia Palmeiro, en su reseña sobre la novela, ha denominado un
“dispositivo colectivo de enunciación (Palmeiro 2).” Esto permite a las lectoras y lectores
del libro experimentar la catástrofe de la guerra, específicamente contra las mujeres
indígenas quechua-hablantes, desde una pluralidad de subjetividades que nos permiten
atender a distintas versiones e historias de esta misma.
Although, the account of this attack within the novel is fragmented, it delivers a very
strong image of the violence that the victims suffered. The use of onomatopoeias “crac” and
“chap” throughout the stream of consciousness, suggests the constant series of deadly blows that
the victims endured. The fragmentary and literary character of this account also reminds the
reader about the impossibility of language to represent a reality that goes beyond words and
understanding,106 as Caruth puts it,
If traumatic experience, as Freud indicates suggestively, is an experience that is not fully
assimilated as it occurs, then these texts, each in its turn, ask what it means to transmit
and to theorize around a crisis that is marked, not by a simple knowledge, but by the
ways it simultaneously defies and demands our witness. Such a question, I will argue,
whether it occurs within a strictly literary text or in a more deliberately theoretical one,
can never be asked in a straightforward way, but must, indeed, also be spoken in a
language that is always somehow literary: a language that defies, even as it claims, our
understanding. (Unclaimed 5)
Henceforth, Salazar’s vignette about the Lucanamarca’s massacre is not an attempt at
historical accuracy or testimonial quality, but an expression and the transmission of a reliving of
trauma. It adequately starts with “cuántos fueron el número poco importa veinte vinieron treinta
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dicen los que escaparon contar es inútil crac filo del machete…” (21). Salazar’s brief account of
the massacre not only challenges our efforts to grasp what happened while it bears witness, but it
also delivers a raw depiction of humankind, both through perpetrators and victims. The text
presents a contrast in the juxtaposition of dismembered body parts and words that express family
kinship. In this way, the novel does not let the reader forget that the victims were not only bodies
that were being mutilated with machetes, axes, or guns; they were somebody’s mother, father,
son, daughter, brother, baby. “Crac mi hija crac mi hermano crac mi esposo crac mi madre
crac…bebé crac tres meses crac lucanamarca” (22). Moreover, the inclusion in the stream of
consciousness of the phrase “la tierra se empapa no recibe más sangre crac pachamama vomita
líquido del pueblo crac” adjacent to the fragmented narration of the killing of a mother and her
baby, carries both the emotional baggage of motherhood in an earthly manner, and the cultural
perception of mother earth, Pachamama, receiving its children’s blood. This image is powerful in
establishing a kinship not only between the ones being killed, but also between the killer and the
victim. They all were Peruvians, brothers and sisters, children of Pachamama. An image like the
one portrayed by this account is also present in the visual realm through Lika Mutal’s monument
“The eye that cries” in which, not without polemic, Pachamama cries for Peru, as Drinot states
“it forces us to confront memories of violence that continue to divide Peruvians” (28). This
account, as the memorial itself, “is a site of entanglement, a place that comes to embody the
multiplicity of historical experiences and identities that converge in physical space” (Trostel
386).
In contrast, an account of this massacre from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
report is presented as follows:
Al llegar a este lugar, reunieron a un total de veintinueve personas entre hombres,
mujeres y niños, las cuales fueron encerradas en la vivienda y atacados brutalmente con
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hachas, machetes y armas de fuego. Como consecuencia fueron asesinadas todas las
personas que se encontraban en el lugar. Durante estos actos e inmediatamente después
de ultimar a las víctimas, los subversivos rociaron agua hirviendo sobre sus cuerpos y
aseguraron la puerta de la vivienda con un candado. Dos días después de intensa
búsqueda de sus familiares por distintos parajes de las zonas altas de Lucanamarca, don
Antonio Quincho descubrió en su vivienda este escalofriante escenario:
... con las manos y los pies amarrados, hasta las trenzas salidas de las señoritas, a
quienes los habían cortado con hacha, cuchillo, pico, incluso les habían echado
agua caliente...encontraron a los niños quemados sus manitos, caritas, ... a los
niños recién nacidos les habían sacado las tripas y pisado sus cabezas hasta que
salgan sus sesos…). (CVR Tome 7, 46)
This account is an example of how the accounts presented in the truth commission reports
read more as evidence of crimes and thus are not burdened by a need to present a complex view
of the victims and survivors. Therefore, the final report hindered by the discursive and rhetorical
conventions of the genre, and by its adherence to factual reality, present a less complex view of
the victims and perpetrators that deters empathy. As Osiel states,
We are comforted, in a curious way, to learn that the world – at its very worst moments
of violent terror – offers us at least nothing truly novel, nothing requiring a foundational
questioning of our long-standing assumptions about how things work…. The political
universe represented in their reports thus tacitly gives us what we, in our worldliness, had
already come to anticipate…, however reluctantly. It thereby bolsters confidence in our
ability to make sense, at least, of what initially seemed to us utterly “senseless”. (167)
This scene will repeat itself, though with different actors. The author makes clear that in
the second instance, the perpetrators are not from the Shining Path but from the Peruvian Army.
As in the previous presentation of a massacre, Salazar lets the reader inside the planning
meetings and process behind the next massacre that will be presented. The reader is taken to the
inside of the presidential office and to a meeting between the President of Peru, a military
general, and an admiral. The meeting develops with a dialog between a President, who seems
fearful of using generalized violence, and his military leaders who are willing to annihilate entire
towns in hopes of eliminating a few subversives - even if by doing so they would be also killing
innocent people. The President is finally convinced to accept their proposal, as they indicate the
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conflict is looming and is close to reaching the capital. The author distinguishes the voice of the
military leaders using italics.
Si matamos treinta, seguramente algún subversivo habrá ahí. ¿Si solamente fuera uno?
¿Qué pasará con los que no lo son? El cálculo de los inocentes no es táctico… Estamos
en guerra. Si no los contenemos ahora, la violencia podría desbordarse hasta acercarse
demasiado a la capital. - ¿Aquí? … La guerra aquí no puede ser. Falta tan poco para que
se acabe su mandato… Piensa en su familia y las familias de sus amigos… No puede
permitir que la guerra llegue aquí, cueste lo que cueste…Autorizados. A sus órdenes,
señor presidente. (40)
The inclusion of the planning meetings before the massacres in the narrative, both by the
Peruvian state and by the Shining Path, is important because they are a glance at the
rationalizations both groups used to justify these atrocities. One of the main purposes of a Truth
Commission report is to clarify the events and validate the stories of the witnesses, but also the
reports are of great importance because they make evident a part of history that needs to be
remembered as to avoid these events from happening again. These reports not only establish the
direct responsibility of those who perpetrated the human rights violations, but also ascertain the
responsibility of those in command who may or may not have committed criminal acts first-hand
but planned the attacks, gave the orders or had some involvement in the human rights violations
that were committed during the armed conflicts. Several of the Truth Commission reports
throughout the world are published with names that point to the aspiration of remembering but
also looking forward with these events as a cautionary tale. In Guatemala two of the reports have
names like Guatemala: Nunca más and Memoria del silencio. In El Salvador the report was
named De la locura a la esperanza, and in Argentina a shorter version of the Truth Commission
report was published under the name Nunca más. It is very difficult for a reader to construe the
rationalizations of the involved parties from the massiveness of a Truth Commission report, but
in Salazar’s short novel, these two vignettes of the planning processes present both a clear
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comparison of the motives, as well as the sameness in the resulting actions committed by both
the Shining Path and the Peruvian state. The presentation of these two very similar massacres,
Lucanamarca’s massacre with a death toll of 69 people at the hands of the Shining Path, and
Accomarca’s massacre with the same number of deaths but at the hands of the Peruvian army,
shows a shared guilt and responsibility. In this sense, the novel attempts a balance when
presenting the perpetrators of the conflict. Both sides used the strategy of killing innocent people
to send a message to the other party, and both deemed necessary the sacrificial death of people
from the countryside for their respective agendas, but they also had different reasons for their
involvement in the conflict. This comparison of motives and planning meetings is key, as it
provides important information, qualitative variables that should be included in the Truth
Commission Report (and in the case of the Peruvian report they are included). This material
counters what Janis Grobbelaar calls an “acontextual logical positivism, where one focuses on
acts, names of perpetrators, and names of victims but does not ask why and how…But I’d be
more interested in more qualitative variables: looking at the narratives of people’s stories,
looking at the why questions” (Hayner 81). These vignettes demonstrate the escalation of
violence from the inside of the chaos and how it can take place in different environments.
These horrific massacres display a cruel historical reality seen through the lens of fiction,
and as a cautionary tale that reflects how human beings are capable of perpetrating atrocities for
what they suppose is a justifiable cause. The crossing of the line between what, for some, is a
reasonable cause to the perpetration of unthinkable and inconceivable acts of violence indicates a
break in the collective mesh of society that goes beyond individual trauma and enters the realm
of collective trauma.
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4.7. Collective trauma at a glance
The Accomarca’s massacre, the second one that is presented in the novel, appears to be
mirroring the Lucanamarca’s massacre account. It is still a fragmented stream of consciousness
plagued with onomatopoeias from the sound of machete stabbings and gunshots, among other
sounds. The narration also includes the words of kinship that establish family relations, and
Pachamama absorbing its children’s blood. The only difference is that this time the perpetrator is
the state and its soldiers, while the victims are once again the campesinos or indigenous peoples
suspected of being subversives. These two accounts of massacres, although difficult to read
because of their format that challenges linearity and narrativity and the disturbing sentiments and
upsetting thoughts they convey, represent a very important feature of the book. They introduce
the reader to the idea of collective trauma and to an understanding of how a break in the tissue of
community is troublesome at the face of the imperative of bearing witness. Kai Erikson defines
collective trauma as
…a blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the bonds attaching people
together and impairs the prevailing sense of communality. The collective trauma works
its way slowly and even insidiously into the awareness of those who suffer from it, so it
does not have the quality of suddenness normally associated with ‘trauma’. But it is a
form of shock all the same, a gradual realization that the community no longer exists as
an effective source of support and that an important part of the self has disappeared… ‘I’
continue to exist, though damaged and maybe even permanently changed. ‘You’ continue
to exist, though distant and hard to relate to. But ‘we’ no longer exist as a connected pair
or as linked cells in a larger communal body.” (233)
One of the problematic characteristics of an internal armed conflict is the nearness of the
relationships among people involved. In a regular war, the citizens of a country fight united
against an external foreign enemy, but in the case of an armed conflict the enemy is within the
community of fellow citizens. The reason for the conflict can be ambiguous, and at times
unknown to the militants who are indoctrinated and become willing to kill their own relatives for

172

a cause. Also, determining who the enemy is could be as arbitrary as to find someone who is
suspected of belonging to the opponent side. One indigenous woman in the novel is forced to kill
her husband and son. Later, another country woman states: “Todos tienen miedo de sus vecinos.
Nada es Seguro papacito. Quién puede saber si tu pariente también no será terruco” (64). Thus,
the trust and confidence expected from family or fellow countrymen relationships is replaced by
fear and distrust, and the security and protection that the institution of State should represent is
substituted by terror and cynicism.
One can see how this conflict exerted a direct hit to the collectivity of Peruvian society,
but also how atrocities like the ones presented in La sangre de la aurora would want to be kept
in secret by the government of the country. Within the novel the reader can get a sense of how
the government has influence and control over the media to manipulate what knowledge reaches
most of the population, tainting the truth and eliminating the possibility of accountability and
justice. In the novel a reporter whose article was wrongly edited mentions that “A mí jamás me
editaron un reportaje de esta manera tan escandalosa. Jamás, Mel, jamás. Parece que son
órdenes que vienen de muy arriba…Borronean la sangre en el papel para que no salpique en la
ciudad de la garúa” (47). Melanie, the character that lets the reader see the view of the bystander
or of the upper classes from Lima which she calls the “misty city”, states “hay que romper el
ciruito de la censura y ese monopolio de la información. De seguro hay algún acuerdo con el
gobierno. Lo están controlando todo” (48).
In addition to suppressing the truth to avoid the consequences, the government of the
country attempts to create a false national harmony by making these narratives invisible. Salazar
uses the characters of this novel to present a different version of the past contest and question the
official story that justifies or forgets violence and atrocities. The mesh of society is basic to the
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harmonious coexistence one needs as part of a country as Ernest Renan asserts “A nation is a
soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in truth are but one, constitute this soul or spiritual
principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in common of a rich
legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire to live together, the will to
perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form” (250). Renan
mentions that “the act of forgetting, I would even say, historical error, is an essential factor in the
creation of a nation, which is why progress in historical studies often constitutes a danger for
nationality” (251). This need of a common past, the production of an agreeable collective
memory in turn generates a collective forgetfulness, and this forgetting becomes the final blow to
an already shattered sense of community in the eyes of the survivor. Repression and silence
become the last resort and the conflict then becomes what Laub calls “an event without a
witness”107 His explanation for this type of events combines the fact that outside witnesses failed
to testify to what was happening, but more troubling was that “any historical insider could
remove herself sufficiently from the contaminating power of the event as to remain fully lucid,
unaffected witness, that is to be sufficiently detached from the inside, so as to stay entirely
outside of the trapping roles, and the consequent identities, either of the victim or the
executioner” (Testimony 81). In La Sangre de la aurora, Melanie provides a glimpse of this
detachment from the upper echelons of Limean society, from those who are not directly affected
by the blows of violence, when she wonders, “¿Acaso no ven las noticias? Son dueñas de
periódicos, noticieros, pero no lo ven. ¿No saben lo que está pasando? Están matando gente,
mucha gente, mucha sangre. Dolor. Asco. Sangre. Rabia… ¿Qué se puede entender cuando nada
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es lo que parece, cuando las cosas pierden su nombre y son remplazadas por otras que no
encajan?” (82).
This complete detachment from bystanders and others who did not interfere, who did not
bear witness, made it impossible for the victim to conceive the existence of the “other.”
Furthermore, it not only negated the existence of an “other” but also signified the end of one’s
subjectivity and engendered a sense of complete isolation. For Laub “this loss of the capacity to
be a witness to oneself and thus to witness from the inside is perhaps the true meaning of
annihilation, for when one’s history is abolished, one’s identity ceases to exist as well”
(Testimony 82).
Thus, the collectivity is shattered, and the victim is victimized once again through the negation
of history, feelings of isolation, and the imposition of silence.
It is important to emphasize one of the possible downfalls when writing about collective
trauma, and it is the tendency to assume that because the traumatic event is massive in its reach
and affects a collectivity, the experiences of both victims and perpetrators are equal. Dominick
LaCapra in several of his texts distinguishes between historical trauma and structural trauma and
informs about the complications that arise from confusing absence and loss. He states that one of
the complications of the muddling of these two concepts is when victims and perpetrators are
both victimized, and their experiences are made equal.
When absence and loss are conflated, melancholic paralysis or manic agitation may set
in, and the significance or force of particular historical losses (for example, those of
apartheid or the Shoah) may be obfuscated or rashly generalized. As a consequence, one
encounters the dubious ideas that everyone (including perpetrators or collaborators) is a
victim, that all history is trauma, or that we all share a pathological public sphere or a
"wound culture." (As a recent public service message would have it, "Violence makes
victims of us all.") Furthermore, the conflation of absence and loss would facilitate the
appropriation of particular traumas by those who did not experience them, typically in a
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movement of identity formation that makes invidious and ideological use of traumatic
series of events in foundational ways or as symbolic capital. (“Trauma” 712)108
Also, LaCapra states that this vision of absence as loss, or vice versa, not only affects the
collectivity in the way of creating a homogenization of collective trauma, but also creates
problems when talking about ways to overcome these issues, either loss or absence. He states:
The affirmation of absence as absence rather than as loss or lack opens up different
possibilities and requires different modes of coming to terms with problems. It allows for
a better determination of historical losses or lacks that do not entail the obliteration of the
past... Historical losses or lacks can be dealt with in ways that may significantly improve
conditions -indeed effect basic structural transformation- without promising secular
salvation or a sociopolitical return to a putatively lost (or lacking) unity or community.
Paradise absent is different from paradise lost: it may not be seen as annihilated only to
be regained in some hoped-for, apocalyptic future or sublimely blank utopia that, through
a kind of creation ex nihilo, will bring total renewal, salvation, or redemption. It is not
there, and one must therefore turn to other, nonredemptive options in personal, social,
and political life-options other than an evacuated past and a vacuous or blank, yet
somehow redemptive, future. (“Trauma” 706)
Collective traumas caused by historical losses may be approached as absences and then
these losses can be overlooked, generalized, and not be coped with. This will end in melancholy,
more oppression, and the use of this new homogenized collective memory as a foundational
trauma instead of providing a path to mourning and the reparation of community. Claudia
Salazar makes sure that the reader is not faced with this ambiguity, even if the book does present
ways in which each woman is victimized. The novel is clear in presenting a shared responsibility
of the atrocities between the Peruvian army and the Shining Path, as both parties are clearly
presented in vignettes that detail their killings, sexual abuses, and their planification process of
violence. On the other hand, Salazar makes clear that even though all parties suffered violence in
one way or another, the main target for the attacks of both perpetrators was the country people,
the indigenous peoples of Ayacucho and the Andes.
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Another way in which trauma can be collective or affect the collective, is in the manner
of generational trauma and affecting the offspring of survivors who did not experience the
traumatic event firsthand. As stated in Erikson’s definition of collective trauma the basic tissues
of social life are damaged which in turn affect the way the survivors or victims not only relates to
the world around them, but also to their relatives and offspring. The trauma can be manifested
the transmission of fears and anxieties from the parent’s already weakened sense of community
and trust. Also, it has issues of overachievement or restrain in the children of survivors, overprotectiveness in the survivor-parents, low self-esteem, anxiety, social withdrawal, and other
forms of what has been called cumulative or transmitted trauma.109
If collective trauma is in great part reflected in the sense of a broken relationship with the
other and the self, and a distrust in language’s ability to express the traumatic experience, then it
follows that to overcome this state and cope with the past there needs to be an openness to voices
that defy silence and face trauma through the belated experience of bearing witness.
4.8. Collective Healing: Restoration through Building Community
The CVR, Truth and Reconciliation Commission, states that its main purpose is getting to
know the truth about the conflict because Peru needs truth that leads to reconciliation and justice.
“Si la verdad es una condición previa de la reconciliación, la justicia es al mismo tiempo su
condición y su resultado” (Tome IX 13). This truth-seeking process should help the country
determine who are the responsible parties and accomplices, not only recognizing the perpetrators
but also those who remained indifferent or undeterred by the atrocities that were being
committed against fellow Peruvian citizens. After truth, then there is an expectation for justice

For more information on the effects of trauma on the offspring of survivors refer to “Cultures Under
Siege: Collective Violence and Trauma” edited by Antonius C. G. M. Robben, Marcelo Suárez-Orozco.
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and reconciliation or restitution. Justice and reconciliation are very complex endeavors, and the
report can only give recommendations about how to approach both issues. Reconciliation in
Peru, according to the CVR report, aspires to renew the social pact at three levels:
1) en el nivel político, es una reconciliación entre el Estado -incluyendo las Fuerzas
Armadas- y la sociedad… 2) en el nivel social, es una reconciliación de las instituciones
y los espacios públicos de la sociedad civil con la sociedad entera… 3) en el nivel
interpersonal, es una reconciliación entre los miembros de comunidades o instituciones
que se vieron enfrentados a causa de la violencia generalizada.
The damage that the conflict inflicted on society was both at the individual and collective
levels, and the healing from its traumas also would have to happen in both realms. Individually,
the victim would have to go through a process of mourning in which they not only need to face
their trauma through bearing witness, externalizing what happened to them in order to internalize
it in an effort to make sense of the unthinkable, but also within this process they must overcome
the seclusion of their experience and believe in the possibility of community or an “other” that
would hear their story and recognize them as subjects. Laub states “The testimony is, therefore,
the process by which the narrator (the survivor) reclaims his position as a witness: reconstitutes
the internal “thou,” and thus the possibility of a witness or a listener inside himself” (Testimony
85). It can be argued that for reconciliation to be possible, there must be a healthy process of
mourning and for the individuals and country not to fall in a cycle of melancholia. The difference
between mourning and melancholia, according to LaCapra is that melancholia is “characteristic
of an arrested process in which the depressed and traumatized self, locked in compulsive
repetition, remains narcissistically identified with the lost object. Mourning brought the
possibilitiy of engaging trauma and achieving a reinvestment in, or “recathexis” of, life that
allowed one to begin again” (“Revisiting” 81). LaCapra’s premise, which in turn is an
elaboration of Freud’s thoughts on mourning and melancholia, is that the processes of workingthrough, as the process of repression, are not “intrinsically individual” because they consist on
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interacions and other practices that involve a collectivity. Melancholia is a cycle in which the
victim is “acting out”, while mourning is seen as “working-through”, not to say that they are
impervious concepts and exclude each other, but mourning implies coming to terms with the past
and moving on. Idelber Avelar separates melancholia and mourning with regards to “the locus of
the loss, either situated outside the subject, having a profound impact upon him/her but being
ultimately comprehensible as one’s loss of something else (mourning), or yet ubiquitous to the
point of engulfing the mourner him/herself in the loss, so the very separation between subject
and object of loss disappears (melancholia)” (232). Melancholia is a dangerous state, because it
not only halts any chance or reconciliation or restitution, it blocks mourning which in turn leaves
the victim immersed in the past, living in the loss, and losing any agency to move forward and
change his/her environment. The tendency to fall in the melancholistic view of the past is a
strategy of repression that the perpetrators use. They impose a state of silence and forgetfulness
through the constant distractions and substitutions of the lost object, a valuing of the presentfuture as progress over the past as a necessary step or just obsolete, thus encouraging a
condoning view of the traumatic events (be it through amnesties, laws, or repression).
Consequently, the country cannot come to terms with the past, and the process of mourning that
would empower the inhabitants is obstaculized. This is one of the reasons why literature, and
other iniciatives that open spaces for people to talk, to tell their stories, to dialogue and mourn
are of utmost importance. They break the force of silence and forgetfulness, and they represent
an empowering venue, especially for those whose voices have been continuously dismissed. One
has to be careful though as not to fall into a what LaCapra mentions as “the phantasm of a lost
golden age of total community, purity, and integrity, which may give rise to a redemptive quest
to reinstate the lost origin in a revolutionary future…. [or] one moves too quickly and without
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sufficient mediation from a historical loss or lack to a traumatizing hole” (“Revisiting” 83). In a
sense, some tend to view the traumatic experience as “an irremediable loss in which any mode of
reconstruction or renewal is seen as objectionably recuperative or naïve” (History 46), while it is
also common to view the events in elusive ways that eliminate any possibility of workignthrough because the traumatic events and their effects are minimized or normalized.
Therefore, the task of mourning is complex and pertains to the gray area between an
apocalyptic totalizing view of life, and the idealized view of the past that leads to an unrealistic
interpretation of restitution or reconciliation. Both ends of the spectrum are totalizing and
paralyzing because they leave the survivor at an impasse. Reconciliation, inside and out, requires
mourning, a wanting to come to terms with the past and working-through one’s traumatic
experience in a way that is respectful to the lost object, and at the same time realizing that life is
not over, but it will not be the same as it was either. This process leads to bearing witness and
thus a collectivity.
To be effective, mourning would seem to require a supportive or even solidaristic social
context. One may question how effective a one-to-one clinical relation can be, not only
for broader social and political problems, but also for durable and desirable
transformations of the individual. Social process of mourning losses and dead loved ones
may be the only effective ways of partially overcoming melancholia and depression or a
least preventing them from becoming all-consuming and incapacitating. (LaCapra,
History 184)
The CVR and it search for truth, justice and reconciliation, and the publication of the
final report stand as important and essential steps in the emergence of enterprises that stimulate
dialogue and a revisiting of the past. La sangre de la aurora deals with the issue of mourning at
various levels. In one hand, there is the notion that the novel embarks from testimonies shared to
the CVR and conveys these stories, through fiction, to the reader who then is exposed to the
traumatic experiences in a very shocking and meaningful way. It opens up spaces for discussion
and lets the reader see beyond the history of the conflict into the lives of these three women, and
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at the very least question herself/himself about their knowledge of the truth, their participation in
the conflict or lack thereof, and hopefully push towards more exploration and change. It offers a
different version of the official story that lends a hand to a process of collective mourning
through the recognition of truth, confronting the traumatic events, and moving towards coming
to terms with a past that was terrible for the country in general but mostly to those directly
affected by it. On the other hand, the novel lets the reader realize how women go through the
process of mourning in collectivity after they have suffered from devastating traumatic
experiences and thus provide an example of solidarity, and sorority, as a needed means to
successfully work-through the past.
The three main characters also deal with mourning and moving on very differently, as
their losses are also diverse. Melanie, the affluent photographer attempts to appease her soul
immersing herself in her normal environment. She goes back to her circle of friends to be faced
with the biased views of the conflict, with questions that she still was not able to answer, and
stories she was not ready to tell. “Mel, cuéntame todo lo que viste en la sierra. ¿Cómo lo cuento?
Ni sé cuántos fueron. Yo era un trapo, querida, un trapo…Uno, dos, tres, cuatro y
seguían…Inútil seguir contando. Mi cuerpo aún no lo quiere contar” (82). Then, she goes to
Paris seemingly to have an abortion and to see her lover with the expectative that she was going
to be able to get that experience out of her, “¿Y si te lo cuento? ¿Y si te lo digo, Daniela? Algo se
impregnó en mi cuerpo pero ya no está más. ¿Para qué vine a Paris? Para sacarlo, un fruto que no
debería existir, que se alojó en mi cuerpo contra mi voluntad” (90). Once she is back in Peru, she
goes back to the normal of her party life, going to discos, and in this vignette, she expresses her
desire to forget, to forget the indigenous woman who mispronounced her name, and Álvaro, her
coworker who was killed. She expresses her desire of revenge, of killing five men referring to
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the five men who raped her. But her desire of forgetting results impossible when the air she
breathes reminds her of the smell of burnt bodies, and when the dogs she encounters on the way
to the disco disgust her beyond measure. She finds herself not able to forget and move on, so she
decides to go back to the sierra to seek for more truth. “Mi mano pide la cámara. Habrá que
volver al infierno” (92).
In the case of Marcela, the Shining Path leader, it is difficult to perceive any sense of
mourning as she rationalizes her doings as part of cause and the loss that it brought as necessary.
She sees her imprisonment as a time to think and to remember. In this her last vignette, she
wonders about her daughter and whether she forgave her abandonment, but very quickly goes on
to say that there were not mistakes only possible excesses (92).
Modesta, the indigenous woman, is the one that conveys the important message of
mourning and solidarity. Her story is different because she lost everything she had. She decides
to leave her home and her town to seek a better life, and her story resembles the stories of
thousands of women that the conflict left widowed, hurt and displaced. The conflict created a
community of women survivors that struggled to move on.
Modesta’s vignettes all throughout the book are the only ones that had been written in the
second person, but from this point on she seizes her life and decides to change her story. She lets
herself cry, feel, and talk. “Después del primer sorbo, incontenible, un río de lágrimas sale de tus
ojos como si fueran cascadas. No paran las lágrimas. Sientes que en ese río se va el dolor de todo
tu cuerpo. Y quieres hablar. - Estoy harta. Me cansé…Me escapo” (85). From this very moment
Modesta starts using the first person and she does not stop, she realizes her life is not any longer
how it used to be, and this leads her to action. She leaves her hometown, finds a town of
“mamachas”, and while she is there a soldier comes to their door asking for food. Modesta, the

182

submissive woman who always fed and served the oppressors, now with the help of these
women, throws the pot of boiling soup at the soldier’s genitals and then they hit him with his
gun. “A nadie más le vas a hacer porquerías, ¡chancho! Se ha desmayado. Lo dejamos tirado.
Vámonos, mamachas, vámonos. Ellas me siguen, iremos juntas por los caminos. Me agarro el
fusil…Que no se vuelvan a meter con nosotras, no somos chacra de nadie para que vengan a
plantar la semilla que les dé la gana” (86). Modesta becomes a leader to this group of women and
they embark on a journey together.
The case of Peru, and specifically Modesta’s story, exemplifies one of the common
results of armed conflicts which is the presence of large groups of women that are left widowed,
and sometimes alone, without any other relative alive since most of the men from their towns
were either killed by the Shining Path or by the State. New communities of women emerge under
these horrible circumstances and they provide a very necessary collective support for these
victims to mourn together in hopes of coming to terms with their traumatic past. As it was
mentioned above, traumatic experiences need to be externalized and through the sharing of their
stories they are able work through their past. Also, by having an available listener or reader, the
trauma is shared, and the person articulates the traumatic events in order to face them, know
them and overcome them.
These women become the protagonists to a story that is not limited to them or their
private realms, but as it is expressed in the narrative, they are stories like threads in a textile that
includes the lives of many others. They find support in each other, they find solidarity that gives
them strength to go on, and sometimes even to fight for justice. “A veces detenemos nuestra
labor y se nos junta otra mujer más. Una saca lanita y se pone a tejer. Los hilos se entrecruzan y
el telar crece. Ellas diciendo cosas. Entre nosotras nomás, como todas somos mujeres, por eso
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nomás hablo. Otro hilo. Nuestras voces tejiendo” (93). As this indigenous woman expresses, the
fact that they are all women, and with similar stories, also provides a safe place to share and
maybe be the steppingstone for them to gain enough strength to testify. Women groups and
organizations like “Las abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo” in Argentina, “Las abuelas de Sepur
Zarco” in Guatemala, and many others have come together and found support and hope for
justice and reconciliation. In her last account Modesta states, “Los apus por fin se acordaron de
nosotras. Somos varias las que nos hemos juntado para trabajar, intentar recuperar algo, un
pedacito aunque sea, de la vida que antes teníamos. Tejemos. El fusil está escondido. Algunas
mujeres son calladas; otras, más conversadoras” (93). The memories are still there, and Claudia
Salazar makes it clear when she includes, as the very last vignette of the novel, another stream of
consciousness in which the memories seem to intertwine the textile of her life, of their lives. The
vignette once again includes onomatopoeic words that resemble all sort of violent strikes,
statements by the victims and perpetrators, horrible scenes, words that establish kinship between
the victims. The last words seem to question the perpetrators and state how these memories are
part of the textile of life “tú también tendrás hermanas tú también habrás nacido de una mujer
chac acuérdate vivimos mucho hilo vivimos gritamos otro hilo vivimos muchas voces tantas
demasiado todo” (94).
These women protagonists defy the patriarchal notion of women as secondary actors in
the story, and history. Their lives are the threads that the reader follows as he or she reads the
novel, and they are the motors to the plot. They are agents even within what could be oppressive
circumstances.
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4.9. Birth to a New Life
There is death in La sangre de la aurora, but there is also birth. One could argue that the
birth presented in the novel is unwanted and resulting from horrible circumstances, and this
statement would be accurate. But still and all, there is a birth in the novel, and one wonders about
the significance of such a character and event. The baby enjoys no name, she is referred to as “la
bebita” and “mi chiquita”, and even if Modesta doubted about keeping her, she decided to do so.
Modesta had to take courage to deliver the baby girl and to keep her. Modesta takes
responsibility of the baby girl even if the actions that brought her to life were violent, against her
will, and caused serious trauma of which the baby’s presence would constantly remind her.
Interestingly, her decision to escape both the oppression from within and without, intersect with
the birth of the baby. This is not to say that it was the birth of the baby that motivated her to
escape and take courage, because this baby’s birth symbolizes more than a new beginning, it
engenders strong but mixed feelings and controversies within the readers, but it also sheds light
on the complexity of pregnancy as a result of abuse. Later, Modesta says in her vignette that it
was especially difficult to take her to the civil registrations office to register her. Once there, they
asked her about the father, and since she does not know with certainty who he is, she describes
him as a military man.
The baby girl’s presence is an emotional matter for Modesta. She is the constant reminder
of Modesta’s past and of what happened to her, a constant reminder of her losses. In her
relationship with her daughter, Modesta allegorically accepts the past, learns to live with it and
its outcomes, and faces the impossibility of forgetting. “Mi chiquita me mira con sus ojos
grandes. No quiero recordar porque me duele mucho todo eso. Todavía me duele. Una espada en
el corazón revolviéndolo todo es el recuerdo. Pero ahí está la bebita, chiquita es, como cuycita.
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Mía y de quién más será” (93). Modesta even states that someday maybe she will learn to love
her. The baby, like her past trauma, is something that will be present with her, but this presence
does not have to paralyze her and destine her to melancholy. She can decide to live a life, that as
she mentions cannot be the same, and attempt to restore what can be restored.
Birth that results from an indigenous woman’s sexual subjugation is an image that
reminds the reader of a historical trauma, the origin of most of Latin America’s population from
the process of mestizaje under the conquest of America. As Octavio Paz states in “The Labyrinth
of Solitude” when talking about the term “chingada”, “If the Chingada is a representation of the
violated Mother, it is appropriate to associate her with the Conquest, which was also a violation,
not only in the historical sense but also in the very flesh of Indian women” (25). Paz associates
the term to a disconnect in the Mexican culture with their past and origins that leads to its
negation and thus to an affirmation of the self as an abstraction, not as a Spanish or as an Indian,
and not a mixture. This negation, this lack of working through the past is a path to solitude and
isolation. He states, “when he repudiates La Malinche—the Mexican Eve, as she was represented
by José Clemente Orozco in his mural in the National Preparatory School—the Mexican breaks
his ties with the past, renounces his origins, and lives in isolation and solitude” (26).
In the case of the Peruvian imaginary, Rocío Santisteban mentions the issue of bastardy
as origin from studies on Inca Garcilaso de la Vega as the first Peruvian. She states that,
Max Hernández y César Delgado Díaz del Olmo han escrito […] sendos libros sobre la
figura paradigmática del Inca Garcilaso de la Vega como el “primer peruano” producto
de contradicciones agobiantes y de desplazamientos identitarios a partir de su doble
condición de mestizo y bastardo (El bien perdido y El diálogo de dos mundos,
respectivamente). De alguna manera esta bastardía originaria se puede vincular,
asimismo, con lo que Octavio Paz denomina la identidad de “hijos de la Chingada” en su
clásico ensayo El laberinto de la soledad (88-113). En el caso del Perú el acento está
puesto sobre el padre que abandona; en el caso de México, sobre la madre violada.
(“Maternidad” 26)
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In this text, Rocío Silva Santisteban is referring to Giorgina Gamboa’s testimony. It is clear from
the similarities between Gamboa’s testimony and the story of Modesta from La sangre de la
aurora that the latter is a reference to this courageous enterprise of bearing witness. Silva
Santisteban states that Gamboa through her testimony settles herself as part of the new narrative
of Perú, as a national hero that goes beyond the imposed motherhood. She goes on to state that,
…se convierte en un instrumento discursivo para construir la memoria histórica de un
grupo social excluido: los hijos de las mujeres sometidas a crímenes de violencia sexual
en el transcurso de la guerra interna que vivió el Perú desde 1980. Considero que su
historia, narrada en este testimonio, está organizada por un paradigma de la historia del
Perú: la bastardía originaria. Asimismo la necesidad primordial de la testimoniante por
incluirse como partícipe de una historia nacional requería encontrar un sitio "habitable"
en el imaginario social; el único sitio disponible fue el de la maternidad aunque,
precisamente por las contradicciones de esta bastardía originaria, se trate de una
maternidad en extremo conflictiva. (3)
There is a necessary step in the process of mourning, and it is the issue of facing the past
and accepting the toll it took and is taking in the victims’ lives. Acceptance and a will to move
forward with the loss, knowing that life will not be the same, but it is not necessarily the end of
life, and a hope that these traumas, the gashes in the knit of society, the breaks in the self and
community, can be sutured and weaved back together.
Similarly, in Peru beneath all the violence and contempt towards women there is a past
that must be worked through and that is not detached from the more recent traumatic events of
the armed conflict. As Modesta, when she looks at her daughter, one needs to face the past,
accept it, and come to terms with it, both individually and as a collectivity. The emotional and
physical scars will be still present, the losses will still be felt and remembered, but the process of
learning the truth, mourning, and efforts towards justice and reconciliation would be glimpses of
hope for a better tomorrow.
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Conclusion
The Peruvian and Salvadoran armed conflicts were traumatic moments in history, and as
such, marked a rupture. It was a rupture in the quotidian lives of the affected populations, but
also a change in the way they perceived themselves, others, and society. Trauma shatters the
fundamental assumptions about morality and social relationships. Therefore, these conflicts
epitomized a shattering that makes it difficult to articulate a narrative of the traumatic
experience, while they also attest to the necessity of such trauma to be articulated. This
paradoxical relationship between traumatic experience, knowledge and representation,
illuminates the very complex nature of trauma and of one’s response to it, or to the revelation of
the traumas of others. There are ethical implications not only in the representation of the
traumatic experiences of others, but also in reading such experiences. Questions emerge as to the
ways in which one can talk about the unspeakable atrocities that took place without betraying the
experience of the victims or survivors. How can language ethically represent incommensurable
pain and draw attention to truths that both defy cognizance and demand to be known? How does
literature respond to the revelation of truth and contribute to the suturing of the community and
the self, and to the mourning process, by addressing the wounds inflicted? At first, I examined
these questions because of a perceived tendency in some postconflict novels of Central America
towards cynical masculine narratives of the conflict that did not provide productive processes of
working through the traumatic past. There are several reasons that explain that leaning; be it
market’s preference for narratives that spectacularize violence in its voyeuristic impulses, an
academic world that frowns upon studies that resist melancholy while promoting a more

188

restitutive approach110, a cultural overvalue of the intellectual over the emotional as if they were
inherently detached from each other, or a generalized culture that favors and nurtures a negative
emotional climate over one rife with compassion. Many are the possible reasonings behind the
abundance of traumatic narratives that tend towards cynicism or melancholy, but, in agreement
with Martha Nussbaum, the two cases analyzed show that, “literature may indeed have an
important instrumental role to play in motivation and communication” (Love’s 21), and thus
should be aimed at developing empathy that leads to compassion. She states that,
The narratives to which we would naturally turn for a development of compassion
through the arts are narratives of tragic predicaments…We can easily see that such works
of art promote compassion in their audience by inviting both empathy and the judgement
of similar possibilities. They also work more directly to construct the constituent
judgments of compassion, the judgement of seriousness and the judgement of nondesert.
(Upheavals 351)
Therefore, the examples here analyzed show that narratives that refer to someone’s
traumatic experience have the potential to develop empathy and compassion in the readers, but
they also have the potential to discourage empathy and promote negative emotions. Thus, to
certain extent, they confirm trauma theory’s contributions that although developed in reference
to the Holocaust or other mass traumas, has proven to be a useful tool for recent mass atrocities.
It is because of literature’s motivational and communicational features that it is important to
respond to the traumatic experiences, the truths presented in the truth commission reports with
examples, even if complex ones, of mourning processes.

Refer to LaCapra’s essay “Reflections on Trauma, Absence, and Loss” within Whose Freud? The
Place of Psychoanalysis in Contemporary Culture. In this essay he states that “Sometimes evident as well
in recent thought is a perspective fixated on failed transcendence or irremediable, even inconsolable and
constitutive loss or lack in which any mode of reconstruction or renewal is seen as objectionably
totalizing, recuperative, optimistic, or naive. What is not theorized in this frame of reference is the
possibility of working-through” (194).
110
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Along the same line, the corpus I examined shows a need for postconflict narratives that
included an intricate view of women as participants, perpetrators, bystanders, or occupying
various roles, and having different experiences of the armed conflicts. Women lived through the
armed conflicts and suffered traumatic experiences, some survived and had the urge to bear
witness, and some participated in the truth commission investigations and other transitional
justice endeavors. Their stories and voices, for the most part, were missing from the national and
historical imaginary. These two interests motivated my research, an interest in narratives that
enact processes of working through trauma, and narratives that illuminate the female experience
of the conflict. I sought women driven novels from Central America and Peru that responded to
the traumatic truths revealed in the truth commission report with narratives that, not only filled in
some of their gaps, but also presented the experiences of women, and exemplified processes of
mourning. It was in this exploration that I encountered the two novels here analyzed: Roza,
tumba, quema by Claudia Hernández and La sangre de la aurora by Claudia Salazar.
Roza, tumba, quema is a novel that approaches the traumas of the conflict with
sensitivity, does not center on violent or vivid representations of the traumatic, but focuses on the
internal journey of a woman, an ex-combatant, in her process of working through her loss, of
finding closure, and practicing mourning. Claudia Hernández’ book presented a realistic
approach to the traumatic loss of a daughter due to forced separation. The main character seemed
to struggle in denial until it was clear to her that she needed closure, and latency of her mother’s
approaching death brought her to confront her loss and accept it. Claudia Hernández’ narration
departs from its narrative thread to tell stories about the other daughters, stories from the main
character’s past, and several other accounts. This departure from the narrative thread reliefs the
tension of the main character’s loss while postponing her closure until the moment she was ready
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to confront her past and realize the impact it had in her present. It also lets the author include
several accounts that depict a female experience of the conflict, the transitional times, and life
after the peace agreements. The labyrinthine approach to her trauma illustrates the difficulty one
faces when dealing with a traumatic past, and the need of an external other to aid in the
reconstruction of a sense of the collective, and thus is an effective representation of a process of
working through a traumatic past. The author is able to find closure through the ritual of burial,
because she symbolically buried her daughter, her father, and the conflict, along with her
mother’s body.
In La sangre de la aurora the representation of violence is more vivid but takes the form
of streams of consciousness or fragmentary accounts that, even if graphic, are fractured enough
as to elude causing personal distress in the reader. Claudia Salazar’s novel is concise but very
rich in content. It offers three female perspectives of the conflict, three performances of the acts
of seeing, and their corresponding journey towards awareness. In this novel, all three characters
experience trauma but one of them includes a process of working through her very traumatic
experiences. Modesta develops her own voice and finds in human connection, in her sisterhood
with other displaced and abused women, the support she needed to work through her past.
These two novels show two very different approaches to the traumatic experiences of the
armed conflicts, and both communicate, through fiction, their own version of the truths made
known in the truth commission final reports. They demonstrate that there is not just one way to
write about trauma with an ethical approach towards empathy, compassion and restitution.
Through the analysis of these two novels, it became evident that there is space for more
postconflict narratives that bring in a variety of voices from the margins and present their
experiences. This inclusive attitude within the novel can serve to make visible new versions of
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history, new truths, and in this way provide the readers an opportunity to see through someone
else’s perspective. As Martha Nussbaum states, people
…must learn to appreciate the diversity of circumstances in which human beings struggle
for flourishing; this means not just learning some facts about classes, races,
nationalities…but being drawn into those struggles… One ingredient in this education
will be… contact with works of literature and other artworks that involve the spectator in
the significance of the events of history for human individuals. (Upheavals 432)
The relationship between history and individual is significant but easily overlooked,
especially when one is not aware or conscious that history might affect other individuals
differently. And it is not to say that, by reading novels people will automatically emulate what is
written, or that by reading narratives that stimulate empathy and compassion one will be moved
towards altruistic actions. It is not necessarily a prescription for thoughtless emulation on the part
of the reader or mind control, but it is true that literature can serve to motivate the development
of certain emotions and promote imaginative scenarios that inform our ways of living. “So
literature is an extension of life not only horizontally, bringing the reader into contact with events
or locations or persons or problems he or she has not otherwise met, but also, so to speak,
vertically, giving the reader experience that is deeper, sharper, and more precise than much of
what takes place in life” (Nussbaum, Love’s 55) This extension of life can also become an
extension of concern by helping people recognize each other’s humanity. For this reason, there
should be more studies that focus on how literature can assist the reparation of the social tissue
by promoting empathy, compassion, and the importance of human connection.
In the future, I would like to investigate the issue of postmemory narrative, and
generational trauma. Marianne Hirsch has ventured in writing about this topic concerning the
trauma and the memories that affect children of Holocaust survivors. The children of Latin
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American armed conflict survivors also have a lot to work through, and I would like to delve
deeper into the concept of compassion in postconflict and, especially, postmemory narratives.
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